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ABSTRACT 
 
This thesis presents the first comprehensive research on fashion and melancholia. It is a theoretical and 
interdisciplinary project that explores the cultural history of place through the representation of dress and 
the fashioning of sartorial aesthetics. Focusing on Aotearoa New Zealand, this thesis establishes the 
fundamental relationship between fashion and melancholia and demonstrates the heuristic capacity of 
melancholia as a device through which to consider the construction of national cultural and aesthetic 
identity. The concept of melancholia, determined by a deep ambivalence and a profound sense of loss, is 
positioned as a constitutive feature of sartorial fashion in Aotearoa New Zealand and as an indicative 
analytical apparatus. Employing the concept of melancholia in this way affords the research both a unique 
perspective and a distinctive historical depth. 
 
In presenting a cultural history of Aotearoa New Zealand, this research does not examine the history of 
fashion per se. Rather, it is concerned with the ways in which fashion, represented in different forms of 
cultural production, informs the construction of particular narratives of place, history and aesthetic 
identity. Both fashion and melancholia, this thesis argues, are characterised by contrast and loss. As such, 
they are both afforded the capacity to show different versions of the same story, different iterations of 
the same narrative. Considering the two in conjunction offers an illuminating lens through which to 
consider the cultural history of place. By engaging with the concept of melancholia in relation to sartorial 
aesthetics and cultural identity, this thesis presents an original approach to the study of culture and history 
in Aotearoa New Zealand.  
 
Examining sartorial aesthetics within the context of Aotearoa New Zealand, this thesis illustrates how cultural 
history contributes to the production of aesthetic identity, and how the fashioning of a particular aesthetic 
contributes to the construction of cultural identity. It examines cultural artefacts through melancholia to 
explore the ways in which sartorial aesthetics function in the fashioning of place and cultural identity and, in 
so doing, determines the significance of melancholia as a concept of great contemporary relevance and 
affective application in the study of fashion and cultural history.  
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PREFACE 
A Walk on the Dark Side 
 
His Heart was darker than the starless night 
For that there is a morn 
But in this black Receptacle 
Can be no Bode of Dawn 
- Emily Dickinson, c.1876 
 
A number of auspicious factors brought me to this project. However, it was the death of my grandfather 
in late 2013 that brought these factors together and directed me towards this research. His death had a 
profound effect on me. This grandfather of mine was good, honest and true; the father of my father, and 
a very special man indeed. His passing left a family in grief, reminded of our own mortality, and of our 
deep love for him. I wanted to explore this sense of collective loss, this mourning we shared, yet I also 
wanted to examine the feelings we seemed to experience individually, alone, set apart, and separate. I had 
a vision of solitary melancholy, yet I didn’t know quite what this vision meant. I must confess. The 
concept of melancholia fascinated me long before my grandfather’s death; it holds particular resonance 
with me. The word itself rings beautiful to my ear, but it is the meaning infused within the word that 
holds me captivated. This fascination I feel is both public and private, the loss of my beloved grandfather 
brought it to the surface.  
 
The dark side of art, and its subsequent ability to affect both artist and audience, has propelled much of 
my work. My study of New Zealand author Janet Frame in light of the work of Michel Foucault included 
discussion of her diagnosis as schizophrenic and her later diagnosis as having been misdiagnosed, as well 
as an exploration of the effect of this diagnosis on her work, and her sense of self (Richards 2011b). This 
study was guided by the words of historian Sander L. Gilman, who suggested: “not only is madness 
represented in art, but art shapes our conceptualization of madness” (quoted in Oettli-van Delden 2003: 
9). My study of fashion designer Lee Alexander McQueen, in the context of classic aesthetic theory and 
the affective quality of aesthetic production, was punctuated by the melancholy nature of much of 
McQueen’s work, as well as the affective response to his death, by his own hand, in 2010 (Richards 
2011a). More recent work has dealt with temporality and dress, particularly how an aesthetic of 
melancholia may be attributed to a particular sense of place, and with the construction and representation 
of a melancholy aesthetic in text through descriptions of fashion and dress (Richards 2015, 2016). This 
theme in my work, however, also reflects a far more personal persuasion.     
 
In 2005, when I was just 17 and living far from home in the great metropolis of London, I was diagnosed 
with what my doctor declared was “severe homesickness.” My sense of loss was so deep it had me weeping 
on buses and trains, surrounded by loneliness in the immense and crowded city. I learnt the depth of grief 
	 14 
that accompanies loss. In this instance, the lost object was named, recognised. I could have been said to 
be mourning the loss of my home. It was not until my diagnoses, in the years following, of anorexia 
nervosa and clinical depression, that I fully understood just how much deeper my sense of loss could go 
when there did not seem to be any object on which to pin it, how much darker my reality could be when 
there did not seem to be any light. While the depression with which I lived was not melancholia (it was 
instead a twenty-first century clinically-diagnosed malaise), the historical association between the two 
certainly contributed to my great interest in the former, whilst the latter left me paralysed.  
 
When I came to this research then, it seemed that my heart led my head. The emotional experiences of 
my past informed my desire to write about melancholia, and also about a sense of place, particularly the 
place I call home – for which I had been sick. Interestingly, I conducted this research from a small office in 
Melbourne and finished the writing process in the Scottish Highlands. Throughout, I was a long way 
from both my university in Sydney and my home in Tasman, Aotearoa New Zealand. In both my office, 
with my tiny cat beside me, and in my Scottish chalet, with the snow falling outside, I could experience 
simultaneously the feeling of being away from home and also at home, albeit a new home, but one that I 
had built for myself. In 2007, during my long process of recovery, I immersed myself in a six-month 
course in te reo Māori. Every morning, at the beginning of every class, my fellow students and I would give 
our mihi, a short introduction of ourselves, telling a little of our whakapapa, our genealogy or lineage, in 
order to position ourselves in the world, building a foundation for our being. This process of grounding 
myself, whilst challenging, was fundamental to my journey back to health. I would recite: 
Ko Wharepapa te māunga. 
  Ko Motueka te awa. 
  Ko Richards tōku iwi.  
  Ko Te Awhina tōku marae.  
  Nō Tasman ahau. 
  Ko Judy rāua ko Steve ōku mātua. 
  Ko Harriette tōku ingoa.  
 
Positioning myself in the landscape of home, Wharepapa as my mountain, Motueka as my river, I became a 
part of something larger than myself. I was supported not only by my parents and by my iwi, my whanau, 
my extended family; I was also supported by the land, the place that had raised me. Despite the fact that I 
was born in Europe, my sense of home, of affiliation and grounding, is Tasman, at the top of Aotearoa 
New Zealand’s South Island, Te Waipounamu. This place is implicit in all that I write because it is a part of 
me. As much as I write for my people, I also write for my home.     
  
	 15 
INTRODUCTION 
The Bitter-Sweet Contradiction  
 
All my joys to this are folly 
Naught so sweet as melancholy... 
All my griefs to this are jolly 
Naught so sad as melancholy… 
- Robert Burton, 1652 
 
The concept of melancholia has long been considered in relation to aesthetics and creative artistic labour. 
Since the time of Aristotle (384-322 BC), melancholia has been understood as accompanied by “a 
compensatory quality of brilliance, intellectual refinement, genius or creative energy” (Radden 2000: 12). 
Creative contemplation is considered a redemptive corollary to the melancholy disposition. The griefs and 
sadnesses of melancholia are tempered by the joys of creativity; this is the paradox of melancholia, the 
acute ambivalence that determines the bitter-sweet nature of melancholia. Aesthetics have also long been 
positioned in relation to melancholia. Melancholia has been understood as a subjective mood attributable 
to the objective world or to inanimate objects, a poetic concept as much as a pathological one. While the 
relationship between melancholia and aesthetic production is an established one, this “creative work,” 
including “the realm of arts […] poetry, philosophy [and] statesmanship” (Klibansky et al, 1979: 17), has 
not yet included fashion. This thesis redresses this absence, presenting the first comprehensive work 
considering fashion and melancholia in conjunction.  
 
A theoretical and interdisciplinary project, this thesis explores the cultural identity of place by way of an 
examination of cultural history and sartorial aesthetics through the lens of melancholia. I explore the 
concept of melancholia – understood here as determined by a profound sense of ambivalence and loss – 
in relation to both the sartorial representation and formal culture of Aotearoa New Zealand in order to 
advance an understanding of cultural identity and aesthetics informed by notions of place and history. 
Positioning melancholia as a constitutive feature of sartorial aesthetics in Aotearoa New Zealand, and as a 
heuristic device through which to analyse aspects of New Zealand culture and history – including 
earthquakes and art, colonialism and the Global Financial Crisis – this thesis explores the relationship 
between fashion aesthetics and cultural identity. Employing the concept of melancholia affords the 
research a unique perspective, providing a frame through which to extend understandings of aesthetics 
and identity in Aotearoa New Zealand and offering an original contribution to the literature in the fields 
of fashion and cultural studies.     
 
This research was initially inspired by two statements. The first, made by Caroline Evans, is that the “surface 
of fashion, like Watteau’s fêtes galantes, conceals a core of melancholy” (2003: 5). The second, made by New 
Zealand fashion designer Karen Walker, is that the aesthetics of Aotearoa New Zealand are defined by a 
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sense of heaviness, an “ominous, slightly restrained kind of feel” (quoted in Regnault 2012: 207). These 
assertions, I argue, attest to the melancholia of fashion as form as well as to a sense of melancholia within the 
aesthetic identity of Aotearoa New Zealand. It is in response to such contentions that I ask: What is the 
relationship of sartorial fashion to the concept of melancholia? How can the idea of melancholia be used to 
unpack the cultural history of place? And, how does the fashioning of an aesthetic of melancholia, particularly 
in terms of sartorial fashion, reflect upon the cultural history of Aotearoa New Zealand?  
 
In this thesis, I understand fashion to be a creative practice of cultural representation. Fashion is dress but 
also more than dress. Fashion is embodied but also unembodied; material but also memory; clothing but also 
the description of clothing in words, the representation of clothing in images. Although the word ‘fashion’ 
does allude to clothes, and at times the two conflate, the fashion with which this thesis is concerned is neither 
everyday garments nor haute couture. Rather, I conceive of fashion as a material form of culture and a symbolic 
system of signs, which includes the representation of dress in literature, film and image. It is a socio-cultural 
phenomenon woven with the currents of modernity and postmodernity. “Fashion sets the terms of all 
sartorial behaviour” (Wilson 1985: 3). I use the words ‘dress’ and ‘sartorial’ to refer to this sense of fashion as 
also keenly connected to the body; a collection of worn material objects that speak of social and cultural 
dynamics. The interconnection of these terms echoes the position of fashion as something of a mirror to the 
world, reflecting a moment in history, a place in the landscape. The fashion and sartorial aesthetics I explore 
in this thesis are intimately tied to the place and history in which they exist, representative of and informed by 
cultural identity.  
 
According to this understanding, I position melancholia in relation to fashion in two ways: first, I examine 
melancholia as it relates to the structure of fashion, providing a new theoretical lens through which to 
consider fashion as form; second, I employ melancholia as an exploratory frame through which to engage 
with the relationship between cultural history and fashion aesthetics. Examining the representation of fashion 
within a deeply drawn geographical and cultural context, I ask: how does cultural history contribute to the 
production of aesthetic identity? And, likewise, how does the fashioning of a particular aesthetic contribute to 
the construction of cultural identity? Unlike fashion studies research that addresses the representation of 
fashion in specific fashion imagery, in this thesis I consider the representation of dress in cultural art forms 
other than fashion publications. I analyse cultural artefacts including film and literature, as well as fashion 
imagery, to explore the ways in which sartorial representation functions in the fashioning of place and an 
aesthetic of melancholia.  
 
The concept of melancholia is located at the heart of this research, as the aesthetic quality under consideration 
and also as the heuristic device through which I examine the cultural history of Aotearoa New Zealand. 
Utilising the methods of cultural studies, particularly semiotics, it is possible to read the symbolic power of 
fashion, as represented in various forms of cultural production. In addition, borrowing from the fields of 
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cinema and literary studies, it is possible to recognise “the ambiguity of fashion and its shifting signifiers” 
(Breward 1998: 308). The textual analysis I present in this thesis builds upon an established foundation of 
fashion studies, dress history, cultural studies, literary and film criticism as well as philosophical and feminist 
theory. It also expands upon the work of scholars in each of these fields, intertwining them and deepening the 
connections between their many respective views. The project is grounded in theory, and this lens drives the 
structure as well as the analysis. The structure follows the process by which the research was conducted, 
beginning with an exploration of the central concept of the research, namely: melancholia. Following this, the 
subject matter of each chapter becomes increasingly specific, increasingly particular. Over the course of the 
five chapters, I examine the concept of melancholia in relation to the history, landscape, art and fashion of 
Aotearoa New Zealand in order to develop my argument as to the relationships between fashion aesthetics, 
place, and cultural identity.  
 
Chapter one presents an historical exploration of the concept of melancholia. Firstly, I consider the term 
prior to the twentieth century and, secondly, the ways in which the concept has been conceived of and 
employed following the publication in 1917 of Sigmund Freud’s formative essay “Mourning and 
Melancholia.” Historically, Freud’s essay marked a rupture in thinking about melancholia. Following the 
publication of Freud’s work, melancholia was transfigured into something definitively pathological, an 
aberrant response to loss, rather than a somatic condition, an inclination or mood, or indeed a state inducing 
productivity and genius. The essay functions similarly here, as a fissure, a turning point at the centre of the 
chapter marking the move from ancient texts to an exploration of how the concept of melancholia has been 
employed as a philosophical tool to think through contemporary dynamics of social, cultural and political 
contestation. As well as discussing melancholia in relation to contemporary critical theory, I also use 
melancholia as a point of reference through which to discuss the ways in which fashion has historically been 
theorised, in particular explicating the ways in which fashion constitutes a duality akin to melancholia, replete 
with ambivalence and loss. This first chapter provides a theoretical foundation for the concept of melancholia 
and outlines the way in which I conceptualise the term for the remainder of the thesis. 
 
In chapter two, I move from considering the history of melancholia in broad terms to exploring the concept 
in direct relation to fashion. I unpack in detail fashion’s relationship to time, the body, and death in order to 
establish the correlation between the structure of fashion and melancholia. I examine the ambivalence and the 
profound sense of loss inherent in fashion and ask: how do these qualities, central to melancholia, come to 
characterise the structure of sartorial fashion? This chapter also develops my approach to fashion as sartorial 
representation. This thesis offers a textual reading of fashion; I do not read fashion as represented in fashion 
publications or as a language of its own, nor do I limit myself to the discussion of material clothing itself. 
Rather, I analyse iconic examples of New Zealand art and the representation of fashion in textual and visual 
forms of cultural production, such as literature and film, and I ask: what is the role of such sartorial 
representation in the production of cultural and aesthetic identity?  
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In the third chapter, I mobilise the theory presented in chapters one and two and apply it to an analysis of 
cultural history and understandings of place in Aotearoa New Zealand. While this chapter does not explicitly 
focus on fashion, it is a vital dimension of the thesis in that it unpacks the relationship between place, history 
and the production of cultural aesthetics and identity. This chapter determines the sense of ‘unsettlement’ 
with which the country is imbued, both in terms of a history of geological and seismic instability – 
earthquakes and volcanoes that endow the country with the popular appellation “the shaky isles” – and also 
the historical experiences of colonisation and the unsettlement elicited due to conflict between Māori and 
between Māori and Pākehā concerning the desire to establish a “place to stand.”1 This unsettlement is central 
to understandings of history and place, which characterise cultural identity and the sartorial aesthetics. In this 
historical discussion, I also consider the points at which Māori and Pākehā come together along what I call 
‘the fault lines,’ and how this coming together affects the cultural history and cultural identity of Aotearoa 
New Zealand. I question the ways in which these historical experiences are represented in both cultural 
mythology and scholarly chronicles of place and how the unsettled historical experiences of the place and the 
people are reflected within the cultural identity of Aotearoa New Zealand. I reflect upon New Zealand’s 
perennial preoccupation with black, asking: how does this dark colour contribute to the unique cultural 
identity of Aotearoa New Zealand? And how is melancholia determined in this identity by way of 
ambivalence and a profound sense of loss? This chapter plays less attention to sartorial aesthetics and more 
attention to the notions of place and history with which the cultural and aesthetic identity of Aotearoa New 
Zealand is woven. The wide-reaching analysis of New Zealand culture and history in this chapter is 
fundamental to the thesis in that it demonstrates the interwoven nature of cultural and aesthetic identity, 
particularly how place is implicated in fashion and how history is implicated in culture.        
 
In chapter four, I consider the aesthetic identity of Aotearoa New Zealand and the fashioning of this identity 
through the representation of sartorial fashion. Given that historical narratives play a significant role in the 
production of cultural identities, as evidenced in chapter three, I ask: how does the aesthetic identity of 
Aotearoa New Zealand influence, and how is it influenced by, notions of place, history and culture? I explore 
aesthetic identity and sartorial features as represented in iconic examples of New Zealand visual art, including 
films such as The Piano and Whale Rider and painting by Colin McCahon, textual art, including literature by 
authors such as Janet Frame and Keri Hulme and poetry by James K. Baxter, and music, including that by 
Neil Finn and the sounds of Māori waiata. While these texts represent a mere cross section of cultural 
production in Aotearoa New Zealand, I have chosen them for their indicative quality. These texts are some of 
the most well-known pieces of New Zealand art; they have been taken up as characteristic of a unique New 
Zealand identity, an aesthetic and cultural identity that is recognised and maintained both domestically and 
internationally. I argue that these different forms of cultural production produce an aesthetic of melancholia 
through their use of contradiction and ambivalence and their evocation of a profound sense of loss. I ask: 
                                               
1 Pākehā is the te reo Māori name used for white New Zealanders. “A place to stand” is a translation of the te reo 
Māori word tūrangawaewae, which is the name given to the people of the land.  
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how does sartorial representation in these examples play into the production of an aesthetic of melancholia? 
How is an aesthetic of melancholia fashioned in these examples of New Zealand’s formal culture? What is the 
significance of these representations for our understanding of cultural identity in Aotearoa New Zealand?  
 
Chapter five builds upon the previous chapters to ask how melancholia plays out within the industry and 
aesthetic of designer fashion in Aotearoa New Zealand. I explore both the emergence of the New Zealand 
designer fashion industry and the aesthetic that this industry has fostered. I unpack narratives concerning the 
historical development of the industry to identify the melancholia within the industry, and examine imagery of 
contemporary New Zealand fashion to explore how this melancholia is represented through design. The 
photographs in this chapter are used to analyse the aesthetic dynamics of different design houses in order to 
identify the different aesthetic spirits represented by each of these brands. I ask: how are different aesthetics 
built through details of colour, mood and construction? How is the industry imbued with melancholia and 
how has it fostered this aesthetic? What are the limits of melancholia in understanding sartorial aesthetics and 
cultural identity in this context? This examination of the historical narratives of the New Zealand fashion 
industry, alongside images of the fashion this industry produces, reveals that the undercurrent of melancholia 
recognisable in the visual, textual and musical production of Aotearoa New Zealand is also identifiable in the 
fashion of this place. I argue that the melancholia characteristic of much artistic production in Aotearoa New 
Zealand both reflects a cultural history steeped in melancholia, and contributes to the production of cultural 
and aesthetic identity shaped by melancholia.       
 
i. The griefs and the follies  
Based on a historical reading of the concept of melancholia, and accounting for the various and multiple 
ways in which the concept has been understood over time (as outlined in chapter one), I conceive of 
melancholia in this thesis as determined by two primary elements: a deep and fundamental ambivalence 
and a profound sense of loss. These two dynamics have been crucial throughout the long history of the 
term, regardless of how the concept has been understood. The most influential theorists to inform this 
understanding for the purposes of this thesis are Walter Benjamin and Sigmund Freud. For Benjamin, 
melancholia is indicative of a spirit of contradictions, a set of antitheses, an essential and fundamental 
dualism (2009). For Freud, the concept of melancholia is predicated on loss (2005). This is not the 
experience of loss that arouses mourning. Rather, melancholia is positioned in direct contradiction to the 
so-called “natural” process of mourning. As Ilit Ferber writes, in contrast to “the mourner’s clear and 
locatable loss […] the melancholic’s loss is blurred and impossible to situate” (2013: 22). Melancholia 
emerges from the loss of something that is neither recognised nor acknowledged. It is a profound sense 
of loss, whereby the loss is transferred to the ego, internally absorbed. It is a significant philosophical 
concept in that it speaks of the loss of potential, the loss of latent possibility.  
 
	 20 
The qualities of ambivalence and loss that characterise melancholia also characterise the structure of 
fashion, and the relationship between fashion and culture. Fashion – conceived of here as socially and 
culturally symbolic practice – is quintessentially determined by ambivalence, reflecting the contrasts and 
contradictions of modern life. Fashion, as numerous scholars observe, is spun with the spirit of 
modernity (Wilson 1985; Davis 1992; Evans 2003). As Jean Baudrillard wrote: “Modernity is a code, and 
fashion is its emblem” (1981: 78). It is no coincidence, Adam Geczy and Vicki Karaminas note, “that the 
first letters of the word ‘modern’ are ‘mode.’ Both words are taken from the Latin modo meaning just 
now” (2016: 81). Fashion is bound to the modern and to the attendant capitalist will to change. The spirit 
of modernity is one of transience and contingency (Baudelaire 2010). It is a spirit of perpetual innovation, 
characterised by the derision and destruction of the old and desire and delight in the new. Fashion is the 
means by which modernity manifests itself, yet it also undermines itself by exposing the constantly 
changing nature of its reality. Thus, the spirit of modernity is one of ambivalence. As Zygmunt Bauman 
writes, “the central frame of modern intellect and modern practice is opposition – more precisely, 
dichotomy” (2007: 14). Dichotomy is both power and disguise; the strength of fragmentation and the 
desultory chaos. “Modern existence is both haunted and stirred into restless action by modern 
consciousness; and modern consciousness is the suspicion of awareness of the inconclusiveness of extant 
order” (Bauman 2007: 9). The ambivalence of modernity aligns its spirit with fashion.  
 
The spirit of modernity is also woven with loss. The very word itself, from modernus “implies a 
problematic sense of anteriority, the sense that the past is lost and gone” (Flatley 2008: 28). Every new 
moment is no longer the last. Not only is time fleeting and transient but our experience of it is felt 
likewise. The experience of the modern, as the ‘now,’ is an endless accumulation of losses; the constant 
movement of time prevents our grasp. As Johnathan Flatley writes: “In either the subjective or epochal, 
collective sense, modernity and loss would seem to be inextricably linked: to be ‘modern’ is to be 
separated from the past” (2008: 29). The loss with which the spirit of modernity is bound is the loss of 
melancholia. We do not necessarily recognise the loss. It is internal, a concealed presence that speaks of 
past potential. Fashion too is linked to the past and to the loss of this past. Corollary to modernity, 
fashion of the now is dependent on the fashion of the past. Despite assertions of fashion as non-
cumulative, reflective of a singular present, fashion is nevertheless constantly engaged in processes of 
historical mining, looking back in order to be forward. The loss of the past, and the haunting of the 
present with that past, is central to the spirit of modernity with which fashion is spun, as well as the 
melancholia that characterises the modern conception of fashion as a symbolic system of signs.        
     
What is interesting to me in this thesis is the way in which the modern concept of fashion is constituted 
through the very same sense of loss and ambivalence that characterises both melancholia and the spirit of 
modernity. In aligning the spirit of modernity with the ambivalence and loss of melancholia, I do not 
mean to define the period of modernity as melancholic. Rapid industrial change during the period of 
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modernity meant that the age has been referred in numerous ways, as a period of progress and 
individualism, and also as the age of anxiety (Auden 1944). I do not mean to assign the period a new 
appellation. Rather, I recognise a point of confluence that has not yet been examined; a point of 
convergence between the ambivalence and loss of fashion (shaped by the spirit of modernity) and 
melancholia that has revelatory potential. In recognising a point of previously unacknowledged 
resemblance, a set of shared characteristics, I identify a thread of melancholia within the relationship 
between fashion and modernity. I then trace this relationship through the structure of fashion and the 
sartorial aesthetics of a particular place. Beyond the epoch, the spirit of modernity transcends time and 
permeates postmodernity, in which the capitalist mode of production – the system within which fashion 
functions – is arguably more pervasive than ever.  
 
The spirit of modernity takes the concept out of linear time; it is resonant across history. This is 
important in the context of this thesis as much of the cultural production (both formal culture and 
fashion) examined here has been produced in the years since 1990, the period of postmodernity. While 
modernity, as epoch, is over, the spirit remains. The spirit of capitalist modernity, transient, fleeting and 
tied to the pursuit of newness, nowness, prevails. Capitalist postmodernity has subsumed these dynamics 
into a system of increased speed and technological development. The concept ‘modernity’ has been 
criticised for its imprecision. However, it is useful here – particularly if we think about it in terms of a 
‘spirit’ – in that it is “a way of indicating the restless desire for change characteristic of cultural life in 
industrial capitalism, the desire for the new that fashion expresses so well” (Wilson 1985: 63). The 
elements of ambivalence and loss that characterise the spirit of modernity (and indeed postmodernity) are 
indicative of melancholia, and are reflected in the texture of modern (and indeed postmodern) fashion. 
The relationship between fashion, modernity and melancholia appears to be intricately bound. However, 
the dimensions of this relationship have yet to be fully examined.  
 
While scholars may have overlooked the relationship between fashion, modernity and melancholia, many 
have recognised the correlation between fashion and modernity. Many have also recognised connections 
between modern fashion and the elements of melancholia – ambivalence and loss; unease beneath a 
spectacular exterior – yet have not explicitly referenced the concept of melancholia in their writing. In her 
seminal text Adorned in Dreams: Fashion and Modernity, Elizabeth Wilson notes that fashion “is one of the 
most accessible and one of the most flexible means by which we express […] ambiguities”; the 
ambiguities of modern identity, society, and existence (1985: 15). Wilson recognises the ambivalence of 
social life and the role of fashion in expressing such ambivalence. Similarly, Joanne Finkelstein observes 
that “fashion is swathed in anomalies […] the contradictions expressed through fashion seem to parallel 
the disturbances, disjunctions and conflicts found in the everyday world” (1996: 3-4). Gilles Lipovetsky 
remarks upon the troubled character of modern fashion, writing:  
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The euphoria of fashion has its counterparts in dereliction, depression, and existential anguish. We 
encounter more stimulations of all sorts, but also more anxiety; we have more personal autonomy, but 
also more personal crises. Such is the greatness of fashion, which always refers us, as individuals, back 
to ourselves; such is the misery of fashion, which renders us increasingly problematic to ourselves and 
others. (1994: 241) 
While Lipovetsky may not use the word melancholia, he explicates fashion as a receptacle of both ambivalence 
and loss. He recognises “a melancholy chord [a] dissonance […] in fashion – between euphoria and 
hopelessness” (Evans 2003: 208). Rebecca Arnold also recognises the contradictions within fashion, 
particularly in the late twentieth century. She observes that fashion during this period “became increasingly 
spectacular” and yet, “combined with this glamour was a disquieting feeling of anxiety” (2001: xiii). While 
Arnold too does not use the concept of melancholia in her work, she does contend that “fashion is inherently 
contradictory, revealing both our desires and anxieties and constantly pushing at the boundaries of 
acceptability” (2001: xiv).  
 
The one theorist who writes of fashion and melancholia in conjunction is Caroline Evans. In her 2003 
text Fashion at the Edge, Evans explored how a sense of melancholia permeated 1990s fashion design, 
which played with the aesthetics of trauma, death and memory. In her 2009 article, “This Vertigo of Time 
Defeated: Fashion Photography and Melancholy,” she again explored the concept of melancholia, here in 
relation to fashion photography, rather than to the materiality of fashion. This thesis is inspired in large 
part by Evans’s work and the contention that “fashion could have a darker and more melancholic 
inflection” (2003: 54). The insights of theorists such as Evans, Wilson, Finkelstein, Lipovetsky and 
Arnold have been fundamental to our understanding of the modern character and functioning of fashion. 
Introducing the concept of melancholia into these analyses provides the means through which explore in 
greater depth the relationship between fashion and cultural identity.  
 
ii. Beyond the shores 
In this thesis, I am concerned with exploring the relationship between fashion and melancholia. However, I 
am also engaged in the exploration of a particular place. This work is informed by what Anne Hollander 
called “an emotionally driven imaginative commitment” (1999: 114) – not only a commitment to the ideas of 
fashion and melancholia but also a strongly felt desire to write about home, Aotearoa New Zealand. As such, 
this research is firmly grounded in the specific geographical context of this South Pacific nation. I use both 
the te reo Māori name Aotearoa and the Pākehā, white European/English name New Zealand throughout the 
thesis, both as reference to the two official designations and out of respect for the peoples of the land. The 
use of both names, and the recognition of both cultures, also points to the contrasts that exist in this setting; 
contrasts that contribute to the position of Aotearoa New Zealand as an especially significant location in 
which to ground a study of the fashioning of melancholia.     
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For someone who calls Aotearoa New Zealand home, the dominant historical narrative is a familiar one. It is 
the story that tells of how Dutch explorer Abel Janszoon Tasman “discovered” New Zealand in December of 
1642 (yet departed without setting foot on shore due to a bloody encounter with indigenous Māori on the 
water in what was then dubbed Murderers Bay and is now known as Golden Bay). Following this thwarted 
mission, it was not until 1769-70, more than 126 years later, that New Zealand was “re-discovered” by 
Lieutenant James Cook of the British Royal Navy (King 2003; Mein Smith 2012). This official narrative goes 
on to provide a glowing account of the role played by the Tiriti o Waitangi, the Treaty of Waitangi, signed in 
1840 and representative of the official relationship between New Zealand Māori and the British, in preserving 
progressive race relations in Aotearoa New Zealand. This is the narrative that positions Aotearoa New 
Zealand as a unique place of peace, landscape of beauty, and society of egalitarian values. This is the narrative 
children are taught in schools, the narrative that defines the official discourse of the history of Aotearoa New 
Zealand and mainstream New Zealand society and culture.  
 
This narrative is also lacking. The continued favouring of white, male, Eurocentric perspectives obscures the 
existence of alternative historical narratives. The dominance of such histories is a familiar postcolonial reality, 
as Anne McClintock makes clear in her examination of race, gender and sexuality in the processes of colonial 
conquest (1995). Despite rhetoric that speaks of Aotearoa New Zealand’s exemplary class, race, and gender 
relations, and propagates claims to egalitarianism, European traditions and linear historical narratives 
dominate both school classrooms and social perceptions. In Aotearoa New Zealand, as in so many colonial 
outposts, the story of British conquest dominates cultural knowledge. The transmission of white, male history 
functions as a means through which to order and control social hierarchy, claiming ownership of the 
recognised, official discourse of History.  
 
If a Māori history is told, it too is a selective history; a history dominated by one story, a history that does 
not account for the multitude of different histories. “The Great New Zealand Myth,” for example, is the 
story of a Polynesian voyager called Kupe and the naming of Aotearoa. It is, writes historian Michael King, 
“an inspirational account of the discovery of New Zealand” (2003: 40). However, it is not a Māori myth. 
About “half the tribes in New Zealand have Kupe stories, but they are by no means congruent” (King 
2003: 40). The widely circulated version of the story was produced by Pākehā as a singular narrative to 
stand in for the various different versions of Māori mythology. The Kupe story published in the February 
1916 issue of the Department of Education’s School Journal reads:  
For many days there was no sight of land to gladden their hearts. Weary and worn out by the 
long voyage, and faced with starvation, they eagerly scanned the unbroken horizon. At last 
Kupe’s wife, after gazing fixedly over the sea, exclaimed, “He ao! He ao!” (A cloud! A cloud!), 
and pointed to a distant white cloud such as sailors often see enshrouding the land. Cheered by 
the hope that shone in his wife’s eyes, Kupe seized the steering-paddle and directed the prow of 
his canoe towards it. […] “Aotea! Aotea!” (The white cloud! The white cloud!) they shouted as 
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they strained at the paddles, forgetful of all their weariness. […] Then beneath the fleecy 
whiteness appeared a dark streak of bush-clad hill and valley, and they knew that before them lay 
the land they had seen in their dreams, and for which they had braved tempests and faced even 
death itself. (quoted in King 2003: 39)    
Despite the fact that the “Kupe of authentic mythology was not always associated with the name Aotearoa, 
and in more than one version of the story Aotearoa was given as the name of his canoe,” the dissemination of 
this singular Kupe story “popularised and entrenched the notion that the Maori name for New Zealand had 
been and still was Aotearoa” (King 2003: 40-41). Despite the fact that this myth had no solid grounding in 
Māori history, its dissemination in New Zealand primary schools between the 1910s and 1970s meant that it 
“became a source of pride for Māori and an antidote to the concurrent and widespread view that Tasman and 
Cook ‘discovered’ New Zealand” (King 2003: 40). The story appears in New Zealand history to appease a 
Māori population whose own mythology had become overshadowed by European histories. King concludes 
that “because shared mythology is ultimately more pervasive and more powerful than history” the myth 
becomes history (2003: 41).  
 
Given the multiplicity of myth and meaning in the history of Aotearoa New Zealand it is important to 
clarify what I mean by cultural identity. Conventional understandings often define cultural identity “in terms 
of one, shared culture, a sort of collective ‘one true self’, hiding inside the many other, more superficial or 
artificially imposed ‘selves’, which people with shared history and ancestry hold in common” (Hall 1990: 
223). An understanding of cultural identity as something singular, static and ultimately “discoverable” is 
attractive. However, such identity entails a practice of “re-telling” that does not account for difference 
(Hall 1990: 224). In order to account for difference in experiences and recollections of the past, and 
therefore differences in identity, I follow Stuart Hall and conceptualise cultural identity in terms of 
“becoming” (1990: 225). This understanding accounts for points of similarity between peoples as well as 
the “critical points of deep and significant difference which constitute ‘what we really are’; or rather – since 
history has intervened – ‘what we have become’” (Hall 1990: 225). Cultural identity, according to Hall, “is 
not something which already exists, transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities come 
from somewhere, have histories. But, like everything which is historical, they undergo transformation. Far 
from being eternally fixed in some essentialised past, they are subject to the continuous ‘play’ of history, 
culture and power” (1990: 225). Like fashion, and the role that fashion plays in the negotiation of 
personal and social identity, cultural identity is fluid, mutable and changing. Cultural production, including 
fashion, influences and is influenced by the changing nature of cultural identity over time. In this thesis, I 
am interested the ways in which cultural identity is imagined, produced and represented through cultural 
practice and art, including sartorial aesthetics and fashion production.  
 
By engaging with the concept of melancholia in this thesis, I explore the divergent nature of New Zealand 
history and how such history informs the production of cultural identity characterised by ambivalence and 
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loss. I suggest that, as Julie Fredriekse puts it, “there are many maps of one place, and many histories of one 
time” (quoted in McClintock 1995: 1). These various maps and histories all play into the production of 
cultural identity. The optic of melancholia allows for the bringing together of these maps and histories to 
advance an understanding of the sartorial aesthetics of Aotearoa New Zealand that is bound by notions of 
place and history. Using the concept of melancholia as a heuristic device, it is possible to read the sense of 
contrast, contradiction, and loss within the cultural history of this place, and to explore the influence of this 
history on the construction of cultural identity and aesthetics.  
 
iii. Between here and there  
Fashion and melancholia are both important phenomena through which to consider culture. Jennifer 
Radden suggests that for “most of Western European history, melancholy was a central cultural idea, 
focusing, explaining, and organizing the way people saw the world and one another and framing social, 
medical, and epistemological norms” (2000: vii). While the concept may have lost much of its scientific 
relevance, it continues to hold great theoretical and philosophical significance in the discussion of 
aesthetics. Fashion, as an effect of modernity, is similarly positioned as a distinctive cultural form that 
focuses, explains, and organises the way people see the world and their place within it. One of the 
strongest threads of scholarship within the fashion studies literature considers fashion in relation to the 
construction of individual and social identities. Wilson remarks that fashion, paradoxical and ambivalent 
though it may be, “is a kind of connective tissue of our cultural organism” (1985: 12). As a central cultural 
idea and practice in the contemporary Western world, fashion is a crucial aspect in the production of 
norms and understandings of identities. Fred Davis notes: “social identities are rarely the stable amalgams 
we take them to be [rather,] our identities are forever in ferment, giving rise to numerous strains, 
paradoxes, ambivalences, and contradictions within ourselves” (Davis 1992: 17). The ambivalence of 
fashion in relation to identity mirrors the larger ambivalences of social life. It is for this reason that 
Finkelstein notes: “The numerous anomalies embodied in fashion make it a solid plinth from which to 
explore the social and cultural forces that shape modern life” (1996: 3). Fashion reflects instabilities and, 
like melancholia, is a useful frame through which to consider cultural history and identity.    
 
In presenting a cultural history of Aotearoa New Zealand I do not examine the history of fashion per se. 
Rather, I am concerned with the ways in which fashion, represented in different forms of cultural 
production, informs the construction of cultural history and aesthetic identity. The study of fashion is 
frequently divided in terms of that which considers the subject as a form of material culture, or that 
which explores fashion as represented in text or image. In this thesis, the history of the place and the 
representation of sartorial aesthetics in cultural art forms other than fashion publications are the objects of 
analysis. In contrast to the work of fashion studies scholars who examine fashion in cultural history 
through trends in the seasonal cycle, either on the high-street or the catwalk, or represented in fashion 
publications, I consider the role that fashion plays in cultural history by way of sartorial representation in 
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art forms such as in film and literature as well as how fashion is represented in imagery by New Zealand 
designers. Examining the representation of fashion in the text and images of art, rather than within the 
pages of fashion publications, allows for a nuanced reading of the significance of fashion in the 
negotiation of personal and social identities, as well as the narratives that surround the production of 
cultural identity. By exploring the dialectical tensions of identity through the representation of dress, I 
situate fashion within the larger cultural milieu and address the broader function of dress in the 
fashioning of cultural and aesthetic identity, reading sartorial aesthetics through the lens of melancholia. 
 
I chose to use the word “sartorial” as well as “fashion” to indicate the breadth of the research and the 
scope of material examined. Definitions of fashion within the literature tend to be based upon Wilson’s 
characterisation of fashion as “dress in which the key feature is rapid and continual changing of styles” 
(1985: 3). This definition has a great many advantages, not least of all that it fits succinctly within 
understandings of modernity and has set the tone for fashion studies over the last three decades. 
However, in determining fashion precisely as that which changes, this definition also has limitations. This is 
particularly the case when discussing fashion in terms of cultural history, where dress is often positioned 
outside of the ever-changing fashion system. In considering the ambivalence of fashion as that which 
changes yet also that which endures, and the representation of sartorial aesthetics in literature and film as 
well as the representation of designer fashion in marketing imagery, this research required a more broadly 
descriptive term. Understood in this thesis as a socially and culturally symbolic system of signs, fashion as 
represented in film and literature is not considered in terms of costume, but rather as a form of material 
communication, speaking for a particular time and a particular place. I use the term “sartorial” in 
conjunction with “fashion” throughout the thesis so as to account for this understanding.   
 
This thesis is primarily concerned with sartorial aesthetics and the representation of fashion (the depiction 
of dress in written word and in static and moving image). However, imagery is used sparingly. The 
theoretical nature of the research did not necessitate numerous visual aids. Just as the thesis does not 
examine the history of fashion per se, nor does it examine the history of aesthetics per se. Rather, in this 
thesis, I am concerned with examining the ways in which cultural history plays into the fashioning of 
national, cultural and aesthetic identities. The examples referenced throughout the thesis, both visual and 
literary, are used as conceptual demonstration rather than direct testimony. The exception to this is 
chapter five, where images of contemporary fashion are used to support the argument as to the aesthetic 
produced by New Zealand fashion designers. These images were necessary in order to demonstrate the 
aesthetics of brand vision, for they express more than their simple description could achieve.      
 
While the research may focus on the representation of fashion, the materiality of fashion is by no means 
left unexamined. As a material form of culture, the materiality of fashion is crucial to any exploration of 
its aesthetics. Fashion is, of course, also a verb, to fashion (as applied in the title of this research). The 
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making of fashion and the making of melancholia are intertwined. While the fashioning of melancholia 
through the experiences of history – both environmental and colonial – and the making of art – both 
formal and fashion – informs the analysis throughout the chapters, the materiality and making of fashion 
becomes a key focus in the fifth chapter of this thesis, when I turn to the New Zealand fashion industry 
and the manner in which an aesthetic of melancholia is fashioned through design. The study of material 
garments was beyond the scope of this research. However, this thesis nevertheless attends to visual 
representations of fashion that indicate material design decisions, particularly those that contribute to the 
fashioning of an aesthetic of melancholia. The focus of my discussion of the aesthetics and materiality of 
New Zealand fashion falls on contemporary examples, from the mid-1990s to 2016. This frame is limited, 
yet this period is a significant one in terms of the expansion of the fashion industry in Aotearoa New 
Zealand and the aesthetic trends championed at the time. My analysis of the fashion of this period is also 
informed by an examination of the history of the fashion industry in Aotearoa New Zealand; it is only 
through engagement with the development of the industry that it is possible to understand the 
implications of melancholia. By situating the contemporary fashion industry and aesthetic within a 
cultural and historical context, the thread of melancholia within New Zealand fashion and New Zealand 
cultural identity becomes clear.      
     
In writing of the aesthetic of melancholia in relation to the culture and fashion of Aotearoa New Zealand, I 
also reference other concepts such as nostalgia, the uncanny and the gothic that feature in the aesthetics 
of this place. These concepts all play into fashion and are attendant to melancholia. However, although 
study of New Zealand fashion aesthetics in relation to these concepts would be both rich and interesting, 
they are not of focus here.2 This thesis explores fashion and melancholia, two concepts which share much 
in the way of structural dynamics, yet are rarely considered in conjunction. As a concept instilled with 
historical resonance, melancholia has the capacity to draw together an analysis of cultural aesthetics and 
cultural history in a unique and revealing way. The elucidatory potential of melancholia, beyond the 
capacity of concepts such as nostalgia, the uncanny or the gothic, is in large part due to the sense of loss 
that fundamentally characterises melancholia. Loss is an essential feature of both New Zealand history 
and the structure of fashion. The concept of loss within melancholia therefore acts as a point of contact 
across which the aesthetics and history of this place meet.  
 
There are, however, limits to applying melancholia to an examination of fashion aesthetics of Aotearoa 
New Zealand. Melancholia does not determine all New Zealand culture or aesthetics. Indeed, there are 
numerous examples of New Zealand film and literature that do not correspond to the dynamics of 
melancholia and there are fashion designers in Aotearoa New Zealand who work with quite different 
aesthetic sensibilities. I do not mean to spread a swath of melancholy across the entirety of New Zealand 
                                               
2 For more information on the gothic in Aotearoa New Zealand see: Kavka, M, Lawn, J and Paul, M. 2006. Gothic 
NZ: The Darker Side of Kiwi Culture. Dunedin: Otago University Press.   
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culture and aesthetic identity. Rather, I am concerned with exploring the presence of a strand of 
melancholia within the aesthetics of Aotearoa New Zealand and unpacking the connections between this 
aesthetic and the cultural history and identity of the place. I do reference other aesthetic qualities within 
the art and fashion of Aotearoa New Zealand, noting for example the wit and humour for which New 
Zealand culture is also well-known. However, my focus is the aesthetic of melancholia, an aesthetic that 
has been recognised, though not yet scrutinised. What the concept of melancholia provides, as a heuristic 
device, is a thread through which to weave together aspects of cultural identity and sartorial aesthetics to 
identify the points of confluence and to determine how the two interact and influence one another.  
 
In focusing on the concept of melancholia I also use other descriptors, such as “deathliness” and the 
“sombre romantic gothic,” that require prefacing. Such descriptive expressions are drawn from the work 
of other fashion theorists whose work has considered the “darker side” of fashion. For example, Evans 
has foregrounded the concept of “deathliness” as an aesthetic quality in fashion, particularly that of the 
1990s, which dealt with conceptual themes of trauma and haunting. Similarly, noting the trend for 
distressed, unfinished garment construction in 1990s fashion, Evans observes that such garments evoked 
“the Romantic cult of ruins” (2003: 257). The “romantic” is frequently invoked in describing fashion that 
appears inscribed with a sense of the past, particularly when this remembrance is represented as nostalgic 
or wistful, recalling the sentimental mood of imagined Romanticism. The idea of the “romantic” is also 
frequently used in conjunction with a darkness of contrast – as in the romantic gothic. Indeed, describing 
New Zealand fashion in 2001, Margaret Maynard remarked that it was determined by a “darkly romantic, 
even gothic style” (2001: 186). Such a description references New Zealand fashion designers (whose 
brands and reputations developed largely through the 1990s) who work primarily in black, and whose 
collections are inspired by the themes of haunting and deathliness of which Evans writes. Such 
descriptive terms are central to my work in this thesis as they illustrate the dual dynamics fundamental to 
the aesthetic of melancholia in Aotearoa New Zealand: on the one hand the dynamics of ambivalence and 
loss that determine the paradoxical nature of fashion, and on the other, the sense of melancholia within 
New Zealand’s cultural and aesthetic identity. These two elements underpin this thesis, functioning as 
separate dimensions of my argument yet coming together in the conceptualisation of New Zealand 
fashion aesthetics as woven with the threads of melancholia.    
 
iv. An impermanent spirit  
Recent writing in fashion studies largely employs an interdisciplinary, or what Francesca Granata calls a 
“multi-methodological,” approach (2012). This method combines object-based material culture, film studies 
analysis, visual culture and performance studies to address the “inter-media” nature of fashion from a variety 
of theoretical and methodological perspectives (Granata 2012). I have employed Granata’s concept of “multi-
methodology” throughout this research, introducing the concept of melancholia as a theoretical frame 
through which to read both cultural history and fashion aesthetics. This approach thus mirrors the field of 
	 29 
fashion studies, a field which is fundamentally multi- and inter-disciplinary in nature. Fashion studies has the 
great advantage of drawing together elements from a range of disciplines, as diverse and interconnected as 
cultural studies, sociology, anthropology, film studies, history, business studies, literature, performance 
studies, and curatorship. Fashion studies has the capacity to draw upon the techniques and perspectives of a 
number of different fields and to utilise them in ways that broaden and extend both the research and the field.  
 
This thesis contributes to the future development of the discipline by situating fashion more firmly within 
the context of a broader cultural milieu. By using the optic of melancholia, it offers a unique perspective 
to the study of fashion and culture, an innovative means through which to understand the relationship 
between cultural history and fashion aesthetics. Centrally positioning fashion within the development of 
cultural and aesthetic identity, and the establishment of cultural history, this thesis also further solidifies 
the work of numerous fashion scholars, my esteemed forebears, who have taken pains to justify the 
significance of inquiry into fashion. Hollander observed in 1999 that research on the subject of fashion 
has historically been determined by a “posture of detachment, [which] usually produces an unmistakable 
tone of amused condescension that insufficiently veils a fastidious disapproval” (1999: 110). Despite 
protestations to the contrary, numerous fashion historians, commentators, and critics long treated fashion 
as merely fun, feminine and flippant. Hollander claims that even Davis (1992), who approached the 
subject with intelligence, “makes too much of dealing seriously with a conventionally frivolous subject, 
and therefore seems to be apologizing” (1999: 114). This apologetic tone, along with a deep desire for 
justification, has long prevailed in the field of fashion studies research.  
 
In an article published in the inaugural 2010 issue of Critical Studies in Fashion and Beauty, Ana Marta 
González remarked that “in fact, it may be true that fashion, despite the contempt in which it has long 
been held in intellectual milieus, is not so frivolous after all” (2010: 66). A recent article by Hilary Radner 
began with a note concerning the notion of fashion as a frivolous subject of research, followed by the 
familiar defence of fashion scholarship (2016). A number of recent books also include similarly worded 
passages attesting to the significance of fashion research and the necessity to move beyond outdated 
connotations to the contrary. For example, in the introduction to their 2013 book Fashion in Popular 
Culture, Joseph Hancock, Toni Johnson-Woods and Vicki Karaminas note that while “until very recently, 
fashion was considered to be frivolous and was relegated to the domain of the feminine,” scholars from a 
range of disciplines now “challenge fashion’s marginal place in traditional academic scholarship” (2013: 
xii). Similar perceptions were also reflected at the “Future of Fashion Studies” conference, held at the 
University of Warwick in 2010, where Eugenia Paulicelli remarked that “fashion studies had to acquire a 
certain dignity as a practice in order to be recognised by the academy” (quoted in McNeil 2010: 107; 
emphasis added). Stella Bruzzi also noted at this event a “continuing vulnerability of the field; how it is 
configured in the academy, and a continuing puritanical tradition surrounding it” (quoted in McNeil 2010: 
109). Paulicelli suggested that in order for fashion studies to be fully accepted as a worthy field within the 
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academy, “fashion’s relationship with history and theory continually needed to be explored,” for history 
“cannot be separated from narratives and collective memories. Fashion is a mechanism for cultural 
struggle” (quoted in McNeil 2010: 107).  
 
Such examples suggest a continuing sense of scholarly vulnerability. However, the contemporary 
flourishing of the field of fashion studies supports the claim that, on the contrary, fashion scholarship has 
secured the “sort of visceral sympathy” that Hollander so valiantly sought (1999). Certainly, scholars of 
fashion today treat the subject with the reverential attention it deserves. These scholars have rightly 
abandoned the words of apology that were once de rigueur. By bringing fashion in line with the concept of 
melancholia, and by situating fashion as a central element in the construction of national, cultural and 
aesthetic identities, this thesis contributes to the continued exploration of fashion and theory as well as to 
the ongoing discussion of the role of fashion in cultural history. As such, it further exemplifies the 
strength of fashion studies as a broad multi-disciplinary field of scholarship that has the capacity to offer 
innovative insights into the relationships between culture and aesthetics.  
 
Fashion and melancholia are both determined in this thesis by way of a profound sense of contradiction, 
ambivalence and loss. These same elemental dynamics also characterise the spirit of Aotearoa New Zealand. 
Whether represented in the painting of Colin McCahon – depicting the spirit of poet James K. Baxter as a 
bird flying past the end of the Northern beaches towards the third place, after life – in the novels of Keri 
Hulme or Patricia Grace, or the films of Jane Campion or Niki Caro – depicting numerous characters who 
encounter the spirits of death – or in the fashion of Zambesi or Jimmy D – producing garments 
representative of ephemerality and ambivalence – the spirit of melancholia, of ambivalence and loss, runs 
through much of the aesthetic production of this place. This melancholia also runs throughout the length of 
the islands, beneath the long white cloud, for which Aotearoa is named. The land shakes with unease, an 
unsettlement that pervades the culture. This thesis takes as its central premise the presence of melancholia in 
Aotearoa New Zealand. As such, this work extends understandings of New Zealand cultural history, the role 
of sartorial aesthetics in such history and the role of melancholia as an illuminating heuristic device through 
which to examine the relationships between cultural history and aesthetic identity.  
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CHAPTER 1. 
The Tiger’s Leap: Into an Unsettled Past  
 
“Fashion has a flair for the topical, no matter where it stirs in the thickets of long ago; it is a tiger’s leap into the past.” 
- Walter Benjamin, 1955 
The concept of melancholia has a long history. Since the fifth century BC, the term has been understood 
in various yet interrelated ways, sharing points of commonality despite different determinations. While 
melancholia has meant, stood for, and been attributed to, a great number of different things throughout 
this history, there have also been two primary points of consistency. First, melancholia is characterised by 
great ambivalence, a deep sense of contrast and contradiction. Ilit Ferber remarks that melancholia “has 
always been marked by acute contradictions in its depiction, invoking an expansive array of meanings: it 
encompasses positive, creative facets – such as depth, creativity, and bursts of genius – as well as negative 
qualities – including gloominess, despondency, and isolation” (2013: 2). The significance of contrast and 
paradox is also recognised by Walter Benjamin, who writes that it is precisely this “spirit of contradictions 
[this] ultimate set of antitheses” that determines melancholia (2009: 149-150). Second, melancholia is 
predicated on a profound sense of loss. Defined by Sigmund Freud as the expression of grief for an 
unnameable, unknowable loss (unlike mourning, in which the lost object is known, identified in order to 
be grieved for), melancholia, as both pathology and aesthetic quality, is ultimately characterised by such 
loss (2005). This is not a simple conception of loss. Rather, it is the presence of a lack, conceived of as 
loss (Žižek 2000). This sense of loss is that which applies to the loss of potential, the loss of something 
that may not have existed, and yet could have. It is a deep sense of loss, not of something necessarily 
specific, but something possible and yet unrealised.   
 
This chapter explores the evolution of melancholia through a multifaceted and unsettled past. The first 
half of the chapter traces progression of the concept through three significant time periods: the Ancients; 
the Middle Ages; and the Renaissance, up until the end of the nineteenth century. As Ferber writes:  
Melancholy has been described as a somatic condition (a humeral imbalance resulting in the 
excess of black bile) brought on by the melancholic’s sins (sloth or acedia, in the religious context 
of the Middle Ages); an inclination or mood (in the Renaissance); the consequence of demonic 
undertakings or witchcraft (in the seventeenth century); a desirable sate inducing productivity and 
genius; and, finally, a pathology (in the nineteenth century). (2013: 2) 
The first section of this chapter maps the alternative conceptualisations of the term over time and 
explores the points of consistency between them. The second section considers understandings of the 
concept following the 1917 publication of Sigmund Freud’s essay “Mourning and Melancholia.” The 
publication of this work marks an important turning point or “rupture” in the conceptualisation of the 
term for it was following the publication of this essay that “melancholy was transfigured into melancholia […] 
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with the emergence of psychoanalysis” (Ferber 2013: 16; original emphasis). Discourse surrounding 
melancholia suddenly became a discourse of depression. Melancholia became a clinical, pathological, 
abnormal response to loss. Freud’s work is positioned in this chapter as an indicator of such rupture, 
marking the moment when the focus of analysis turns from pre-modern to modern understandings of the 
term. I turn to an exploration of the various ways in which melancholia has been conceptualised since the 
publication of Freud’s essay. I consider connections between gender and melancholia, in particular with 
regards to the work of Judith Butler (1995; 1997), and between race, post-colonialism, and melancholia 
with regards to the work of Paul Gilroy (2003; 2004; 2005), David Eng and Shinhee Han (1999; 2000). 
Finally, I discuss the relationship of fashion to melancholia, outlining the contradiction and loss implicit 
within fashion with reference to the ways in which fashion has historically been theorised. While 
melancholia has, over time, become something of a “ragbag for endless states and implications” (Ferber 
2013: 3), this does not in any way diminish the significance of the concept. Rather, it adds to the 
complexity of the term in a way that makes it more interesting to consider than ever.    
  
1.1 Inaugurating Melancholia 
 
The genealogy of melancholia presented by Raymond Klibansky, Erwin Panofsky and Fritz Saxl in their 
seminal text Saturn and Melancholy (1979) guides the exploration of melancholia presented here. I trace the 
evolution of the concept from the time of its alleged inauguration, in the fifth century BC, through the 
Middle Ages and the Renaissance, up until the end of the nineteenth century. While I present this 
historical progression as a linear one, I by no means deny the complexity of history and the multifarious 
nature of historical accounts of the past. Rather, I consider the historical trajectory of melancholia (as well 
as that of Aotearoa New Zealand, as considered in chapter three) in line with Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
account of history as “genealogical” (1997), and Rheinhard Kossellek’s theory of “conceptual history” 
(2002). I conceive of history as multidimensional and fragmentary, more like a complex family tree, or the 
rings of growth in the truck of the tree, than as a simple linear development.  
 
Nietzsche writes that there is not simply one account of history. Rather, there are multiple versions. He 
distinguishes between what he calls the “three species of history […] a monumental, an antiquarian and a 
critical species of history” (1997: 67; original emphasis). These histories are not determined as an objective 
science, but rather “always and only for the ends of life and thus also under the domination and supreme 
direction of these ends” (Nietzsche 1997: 77). These different historical species determine our complex 
relationship to the past. Following Nietzsche, Fredric Jameson suggests that “the conception of the 
‘genealogy’ largely lays to rest traditional worries about so-called linear history, theories of ‘stages’, and 
teleological historiography” (1984: 55). The very conception of historical periodisation is, according to 
Jameson, problematic. For, as he continues: “One of the concerns frequently aroused by periodising 
hypotheses is that these tend to obliterate difference, and to project an idea of the historical period as 
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massive homogeneity (bounded on either side by inexplicable ‘chronological’ metamorphoses and 
punctuation marks)” (1984: 55-56). Similarly, Kossellek articulates the challenges inherent in determining 
history in straightforward temporal and chronological terms. He argues for a reading of history in relation 
to contextual cultural values and practices. Such a theoretical approach to history demands the rethinking 
of the semantic terminology through which history is formulated. Indeed, Kossellek writes that “only a 
theoretical anticipation that uncovers a specific time period can open the possibility of working through 
certain readings and transposing our dictionary from the level of positivistic recording to that of a 
conceptual history” (2002: 6). By employing a process of genealogical and conceptual interweaving, in 
accordance with the work of Nietzsche, Jameson and Kossellek, is it possible to embroider various 
elements of the past into a complex analysis, accounting for contextual overlaps and interconnections.    
 
While undertaking analysis in line with this approach is most desirable, the subject at hand also calls for a 
direct narrative that progresses through time from past to present. Thus, this chapter employs a 
simultaneously linear and genealogical approach. It progresses in a traditional, straight-forward manner. 
However, it accounts not only for differences but also similarities between and within each period and, by 
attending to the observations of Nietzsche, Jameson and Kossellek, it remains vigilant to the danger of 
constructing stereotypical or clichéd descriptions of separate eras. In so doing, the use of historical 
periodisation becomes constructive, in that it allows for the examination of similar phenomena in 
different contexts. Reflection on the past involves a process of recognising the interconnecting elements 
that make up each moment in time. To analyse the present, it is essential to understand that historical 
periods are not monolithic entities (as they may first appear) but rather that they are moments of time 
that allow for, in Jameson’s words, “the presence and coexistence of very different, yet subordinate 
features” (1984: 56). In the case of melancholia, as Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl remark, historical 
development over more than two thousand years “was a case not of decay and metamorphosis, but of 
parallel survival” (1979: 3). Thus, the parallel understandings of the concept must be recognised in order 
to build a comprehensive understanding for the current moment.    
 
1.1.1 The Ancients   
According to Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl the concept of melancholia was first conceived in the fifth 
century BC. Early conceptualisations of the idea focused on the doctrine of the four humours, and on the 
alignment of melancholia with madness and genius. Clark Lawlor notes that for Hippocratic scholars, 
melancholia “commonly indicated a long-running mental illness with core symptoms of causeless sadness 
and fear that derived from an excess of black bile” (2012: 25). Melancholia was thought to be “the result 
of an imbalance in the humours: the more severe the imbalance, the more severe the symptoms of 
melancholia” (Lawlor 2012: 26). The Hippocratic focus on the physical humours is interesting 
(particularly with regards to the development of modern medicine) as, in linking melancholia with the 
physical body, the Hippocratic scholars were suggesting, for the first time, that mental illness could arise 
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from natural, rather than supernatural, causes. Of the four humours, and the various symptoms they 
elicited, it was melancholia and the presence of “black bile” that bore the closest resemblance to 
pathology. Paradoxically however, as Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl point out, melancholia was also the 
temperament most clearly noted for its difference between actual disease and mere disposition. It was the 
humour that bore the clearest pathological connotations but it was also the one in which difference could 
most clearly be discerned between pathological states and divergences of character, between disease and 
temperament. Due to the ambiguity of psychological symptoms, the borderline between illness and 
normality was often blurred. These distinctions (despite the frequent lack of distinction) are crucial; they 
propelled the transformation of the doctrine of the four humours into what became a theory of 
characters and mental types.   
 
The first major transformation to occur regarding the understanding of melancholia, following its 
conceptualisation in line with the four humours, came about due to the cultural influence of Platonic 
philosophy in the fourth century BC. The introduction of the notions of madness and frenzy during this 
period had a great impact on the formulation and understanding of melancholia. In the first instance, the 
symptoms of melancholia, the “clouding of consciousness, depression, fear and delusions,” were 
positioned as the starting points of sinister madness, conjured up by the very same black bile that caused 
melancholia (Klibansky et al. 1979: 15). This alignment of melancholia with madness in the fourth century 
BC was coupled with the simultaneous alignment of melancholia with heroism and genius. Klibansky, 
Panofsky and Saxl note that “it is not surprising that traits of pathological melancholy now began to be 
discerned in the great figures of those accursed heroes punished with madness by an insulted godhead 
[…] it became, as Gellius later ironically said, ‘a disease of heroes’” (1979: 16). “Heroic” melancholia 
became further idealised when “equated with ‘frenzy,’ inasmuch as the ‘humor melancholicus’ began to 
figure as a source, however dangerous, of the highest spiritual exaltation” (Klibansky et al. 1979: 16). 
 
In the beginning, Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl write, “there was nothing in Plato’s thought to connect 
the notion of melancholy with that of the ecstasy which elevated philosopher, lover, and poet alike to the 
suprarational apprehension of pure ideas” (1979: 17). In Plato’s imagining, melancholia was aligned only 
with madness, and if not pure, actual madness then “at least moral insanity, clouding and weakening will 
and reason” (Klibansky et al. 1979: 17). It was not until the advent of Aristotelian natural philosophy that 
the union of melancholia and genius was firmly established. The argument went, Klibansky, Panofsky and 
Saxl continue: “All really outstanding men, whether in the realm of the arts, or in those of poetry, 
philosophy or statesmanship – even Socrates and Plato – were melancholics” (1979: 17). Lawlor remarks 
that “in these men the rule of the black bile was not diseased, but beneficial, because it was not in excess” 
(2012: 33). Men of great intellect, poets and scholars, were apparently moody and depressive due to their 
life of introspection and solitude. Indeed, as Rufus of Ephesus suggested, “much thinking and sadness 
cause melancholia” (quoted in Lawlor 2012: 36). This alignment of melancholia with genius is one of the 
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fundamental qualities, Lawlor notes, which has “driven the fashionablity of melancholy and its cognates 
throughout the centuries” (2012: 27; emphasis added). 
 
There are two aspects of this initial, ancient understanding of melancholia that merit elaboration. First, 
the significance of “black bile.” It was held, Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl write, that black bile “together 
with the phlegm, the yellow (or ‘red’) bile, and the blood […] controlled the whole existence and 
behaviour of mankind, and, according to the manner in which they were combined, determined the 
character of the individual” (1979: 3). That it was an excess of the black bile that caused melancholia is 
crucial for the very word “black,” as Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl continue, “conjured up the idea of all 
that was evil and nocturnal” (1979: 16). It was precisely the blackness of the humour that lead to the fear 
and despair experienced by the melancholic; it was precisely this blackness that determined the darkness 
that would fall over he who suffered, a darkness that would not permit the light to shine. The dominance 
of blackness in the conception of melancholia is interesting as, regardless of the ways in which the 
concept has been re-imagined and re-defined over time, the significance of black prevails. This is true in 
the sense of melancholia as pathology as well as aesthetic. Contemporary metaphors for mental illness, 
particularly depression, abound with the symbolism of black: the black cloud, black hole, black dog.3 Black 
is also used in symbolic representations that express an aesthetic of melancholia. Black is indicative of 
shadows, the menacing unknown, all that which is sinister and unfamiliar. It is oppressive and total; the 
black night without stars or moon. Black plays an important role in fashioning the aesthetic of 
melancholia, particularly when contrasted with a lightness against which the darkness of black becomes 
representative of a darkness of mood that cannot be lifted. Black points to that which is hidden, that 
which is obscured. The significance of black, coming from the ancient alliance of melancholia with an 
excess of black bile, is of profound importance to the argument I put forward in this thesis.     
 
Second, this conceptualisation of melancholia was deeply gendered. For example, Klibansky, Panofsky 
and Saxl write only of the melancholic man. This is largely because it was thought that women, tending to 
be colder and more humid than men, did not suffer from melancholia as men did. The one exception, as 
noted by Lawlor, was that women, finding it difficult to resist overheating when possessed by love, would 
become melancholic when in love “because they were […] supposedly more irrational than men” (2012: 
29). The curing of melancholia was similarly gendered. As Lawlor continues, it was understood that the 
female “retention of menses was always a danger to health because it meant a build-up of excess 
humours” (2012: 31). In order to redress this imbalance, “it was thought that marriage (and sex) could 
cure them of build-ups of harmful blood” (Lawlor 2012: 31). Interestingly, as will be evident in later 
sections of this chapter, the “peculiarity of women’s unruly physiology has remained a theme throughout 
Western conceptions of depression and melancholia up to the present day” (Lawlor 2012:31). For men, 
melancholia could be simultaneous with genius or heroism. For women, however, melancholia was no 
                                               
3 See: The Black Dog Institute, http://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/  
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more than a bland and detrimental quality. Aligned with the irrationality of love, the melancholic woman 
is unlike the melancholic man. She does not share the qualities of intellectualism or divine introspection; 
she is always already inferior to man and even more so in the face of melancholia. In women, the 
characteristics of melancholia were determined not as indicative of heroism or genius, but rather as 
hysteria. While Hippocratic scholars were determining the natural causes of melancholia in men, they 
were simultaneously establishing the basis of a female malaise – hysteria, “the symptom, to put it crudely, 
of being a woman” (Didi-Huberman 2003: 68). Relating to the uterus, the womb, the female sex, hysteria 
was the “melancholia of virgins and widows” (Didi-Huberman 2003: 69). The way in which melancholia 
was conceived of in such gendered terms is significant in the context of this thesis as it points to the 
different ways in which melancholia, as both pathology and aesthetic, has been constructed over time. 
The concept is differently fashioned in different eras, reflective of different scientific doctrines pertaining 
to different aspects of the body and the mind, as well as to different aspects of aesthetic production.   
 
1.1.2 The Middle Ages 
The Middle Ages experienced great changes in moral conceptualisation, both in general and in relation to 
melancholia. During this period, the worth of an individual came to be assessed “not according to his 
intellectual gifts and capacities but according to his virtues in which God’s grace enabled him to 
persevere” (Klibansky et al. 1979: 67). The linking of melancholia with theology was largely motivated by 
the work of the Parisian bishop William of Auvergne (1180/90-1249), who believed that the 
characteristics of melancholia perfectly suited the life of the religious puritan. As Klibansky, Panofsky and 
Saxl explain, “the excellence of the melancholy temperament (as opposed to the particular worthlessness 
of the phlegmatic) [was thought by William of Auvergne to be entirely] fitting for the ideal life of ascetic 
contemplation” (1979: 74). William of Auvergne may have been aware of the “danger that too deep an 
immersion in supernatural matters and too glowing a fervour might cause a melancholic complexion to 
develop into a melancholic disease – that is to say into manifest insanity; but even this real madness, he 
argues, was no more an evil than were the sufferings which God inflicted on the holy martyrs” (Klibansky 
et al. 1979: 74). The existence of mental illness in the pious was thus a question of burning significance 
for Christian moral philosophy during the Middle Ages.  
 
While William of Auvergne’s “hymn in praise of melancholy” may be positioned at the pinnacle of the 
Christian theological response to melancholia, there are numerous other theologians who during the 
Middle Ages also dealt with melancholia from a point of view of moral religiosity, albeit from a slightly 
different perspective than that of William. For example, Gaspar Offhuys (1456-1532) interpreted the 
madness of melancholia as “a punishment for the spiritual pride of a highly gifted man, which should 
serve as a corrective to the victim and a warning to others” (Klibansky et al. 1979: 80). Offhuys made an 
example of the Flemish painter Hugo van der Goes who, after being afforded great privileges within the 
monastery, was overtaken by a “curious mental illness” when on a journey in 1480. Van der Goes was 
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calmed at the time by the playing of music, which was thought to drive away his psychosis, but it was not 
until his return to the monastery that he fully recovered from his experience. A number of possible causes 
were discussed but the one of interest to Offhuys was that van der Goes had encountered a melancholia 
that could be traced to God “who wished to save the artist from the sin of vanity into which too much 
admiration had led him” (Klibansky et al. 1979: 81). Offhuys wrote of the experience of van der Goes in 
his Chronicle (ca. 1512) so as to spread to others the warning against the sin of vanity. There was also the 
German abbess St Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179) who was “particularly fond of relating the origin of 
the ‘humour melancholicus’ to the Fall of Man” (Klibansky et al.  1979: 78). Referencing the physicality of 
the melancholic humour, St Hildegard “paints a graphic picture of how this humour originated in Adam’s 
body as the result of the Fall. […] Had man remained in paradise he would have been free from all 
harmful humours” (Klibansky et al. 1979: 79). As Adam took the apple in the garden of Eden, St 
Hildegard argued, melancholia “curdled in his blood” (Klibansky et al. 1979: 79). Before the Fall, Adam 
was immune to the humours, exempt from the agonies of human physicality. Taking the apple, Adam was 
transformed. What once sparkled in him faded; what was once perfection was now flawed. No longer did 
Adam shine like the dawn; he was tarnished irrevocably. This interpretation transforms an individual 
tragedy into a tragedy transmuted on to all mankind. Melancholia, for St Hildegard, was something to be 
borne by the entirety of humanity, something essentially incurable, and something irrefutably hereditary.   
 
In addition to the moral religiosity of this period, the Middle Ages also saw the 10th century publication of 
Ishaq Ibn Imran’s Treatise on Melancholy (ca. 900), thought to be the world’s oldest surviving manuscript on 
the subject of depressive disorders. This text is important not only because it exemplifies, as Adel 
Omrani, Niki S. Holtzman, Hagop S. Akiskal, and S. Nassir Ghaemi, note, “the complex, non-linear 
process of transmission of medical knowledge spanning both time and space,” but also because of the 
important connections between the views expressed in this text and the understandings of depressive 
disorders today (2012: 117). Ibn Imran’s text focuses on both humeral imbalance and clinical observation. 
This dual approach has had evident influence on the ways in which melancholia has been perceived and 
treated since the Middle Ages. While Ibn Imran conceived of melancholia in line with the four humours, 
he also associated melancholia with pathology. Rather than understanding melancholia simply as a natural 
disposition, Ibn Imran conceptualised the pathological dimensions of the disease, as well as options for 
treatment. The work of Ibn Imran acts as evidence of the long and complex history of melancholia as a 
source of interest and investigation, as well as of the early connecting of melancholia to pathology.   
 
The Middle Ages was also the period during which was established the “close and fundamental 
connexion between melancholy and Saturn, together with corresponding connexions between the 
sanguine disposition and Jupiter, the choleric and Mars, and the phlegmatic and the moon or Venus” 
(Klibansky et al. 1979: 127). According to the doctrine of universitas astrologorum, the stars, elements, and 
humours could and must be connected with their corresponding colours. The dark colour of black bile, 
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from which melancholia was thought to arise, must be linked with the dark black planet Saturn. The 
alignment of astrology and the humours remained an influential theoretical position throughout this 
period, and into the following. As Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl remark: “Nearly all the writers of the 
later Middle Ages and the Renaissance considered it an incontestable fact that melancholy, whether 
morbid or natural, stood in some special relationship to Saturn, and that the latter was really to blame for 
the melancholic’s unfortunate character and destiny” (1979: 127). Walter Benjamin suggests that the 
connection between melancholia and Saturn, that “most baleful” planet, is both fundamental and 
complex (2009: 148). He writes: 
The introspection of the melancholy man is understood with reference to Saturn which “as the 
highest planet and the one farthest from everyday life, the originator of all deep contemplation, 
calls the soul from externalities to the inner world, causes it to rise even higher, finally endowing 
it with the utmost knowledge and with the gift of prophecy.” (2009: 149) 
It is the influence of Saturn that endows the melancholic with genius. It is the influence of Saturn that 
bestows upon melancholia the fundamental trait of contrast and contradiction. For, as Benjamin notes, it 
is the “dialectical trait in the idea of Saturn, which corresponds astonishingly to the dialectic of the Greek 
conception of melancholy” (2009: 149).  
 
There is within Saturn also a redemptive power. Benjamin, explaining the correspondence between 
melancholia and Saturn, writes that for both melancholia and Saturn, the “spirit of contradictions, 
endows the soul, on the one hand, with sloth and dullness, on the other, with the power of intelligence 
and contemplation” (2009: 149). As well as tormenting the melancholic with grief, fear, and depression, 
Saturn also provides the opportunity for melancholic redemption through creative work. The melancholic 
should, Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl write in line with the theoretical approach of Marsilio Ficino (1433-
1499), “apply himself of his own accord to that activity which is the particular domain of the sublime star 
of speculation, and which that planet promotes just as powerfully as it hinders and harms the ordinary 
functions of the body and soul – that is to say, to creative contemplation” (1979: 271). The link between 
melancholia, Saturn, and creative genius is determined by the power of the planetary influence. Klibansky, 
Panofsky and Saxl continue, “as enemy and oppressor of all life in any way subject to the present world, 
Saturn generates melancholy; but as the friend and protector of a higher and purely intellectual existence 
he can also cure it” (1979: 271). The influence of Saturn is crucial to the sense of contradiction that lies at 
the heart of melancholia. As Benjamin concludes, this “immanent polarity […] is the ultimate explanation 
of the astrological idea of Saturn – that character which is ultimately determined by an especially 
prominent and fundamental dualism” (2009: 150).  
 
1.1.3 The Renaissance 
During the Renaissance, these ideas concerning melancholia were solidified and the concept of 
melancholia as a medical condition became widespread. This was in large part due to the publication in 
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1612 of Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy, an influential text that both relies on earlier 
understandings, and expands the concept in line with the religious vehemence of the period. Medicine in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was an interesting amalgamation of all that had gone before, 
alongside the great religiosity of the moment. W. D. Nichol observes that it was a combination of 
“superstition and magic with common-sense observations. It incorporated old wives’ tales and folklore 
with remedies tested in practice, and seemed not to distinguish one from the other” (1948: 202). No one 
at the time, including Burton, had either the training or the knowledge to offer a new way of 
understanding medicine, and thus, this amalgam became the prevailing approach.  
 
The primary change to occur in the understanding of melancholia during this period was the shift in 
perception, Lawlor writes, “from the Galenic humeral model to the New Science, in which alchemy 
changed to chemistry and in which the humours were replaced by nerves, spirits and fibres” (2012: 43). In 
accordance with this shift, a new language of neurosis, depression and neurasthenia, as well as a new 
conceptualising of care and incarceration by way of asylums also emerged. In tandem with these changes 
was the continued influence of religion, especially Christianity, on perceptions of both physical and 
mental illness. Burton came to the subject of melancholia as both a celibate cleric and a sufferer of 
melancholia. He notes: “I write of melancholy, by being busy to avoid melancholy. There is no greater 
cause of melancholy than idleness, ‘no better cure than business’” (2009: 36). In seeking a cure for his 
malady, his Mistress “melancholy,” he comforts one sorrow with another, idleness with idleness, he 
makes “an antidote out of that which was the prime cause of [his] disease” (2009: 36).  
 
Meticulously structured, the gigantean text is ordered into three partitions, which reflect Burton’s own 
attachment to the subject: the first dealing with the nature of melancholia; the second with the cure; and 
the third and largest dedicated to the love of melancholia. In the first partition, Burton makes a number 
of distinctions, clarifying that melancholia is not to be confused with either madness or “phrensy.” While 
many previous writers may have conflated all three, or simply madness and melancholia, Burton, 
following the majority of neoterics of his time, handles them apart, suggesting that madness is “a 
vehement dotage; or raving without a fever, far more violent than melancholy, full of anger and clamour, 
horrible looks, actions, gestures, troubling the patients with far greater vehemency both of body and 
mind, without all fear and sorrow” (2009: 124). Melancholia, as defined by Burton (in his characteristically 
excessively-descriptive prose), is a desultory condition, woefully chronic:  
In disposition, is that transitory melancholy which goes and comes upon every small occasion of 
sorrow, need, sickness, trouble, fear, grief; passion, or perturbation of the mind, any manner of 
care, discontent, or thought, which causeth anguish, dulness, heaviness and vexation of spirit, any 
ways opposite to pleasure, mirth, joy, delight, causing forwardness in us, or a dislike. In which 
equivocal and improper sense, we call him melancholy that is dull, sad, sour, lumpish, ill-
disposed, solitary, any way moved, or displeased. And from these melancholy dispositions, no 
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man living is free, no stoic, none so wise, none so happy, none so patient, so generous, so godly, 
so divine, that can vindicate himself. (2009: 127) 
Thus, Burton positions melancholia as the “character of mortality.” Melancholia was not the consequence 
of an excess of black bile, as the ancients alleged. Rather, melancholia was delivered by the hand of God. 
Nichol notes that “the concepts of biblical doctrines held in the 17th century afforded abundant evidence 
that the punishment of sin was responsible for making sinners mad” (1948: 203).  
 
In positioning melancholia as a characteristic quality of mortal man, as St Hildegard of Bingen had done 
during the Middle Ages, Burton does two things. First, he recognises the tendency of melancholia to be a 
temporary state of mind, what Klibansky, Panofsky, and Saxl call a “transitory melancholy disposition” 
(1979: 217), and second, he positions contrast and contradiction as fundamental to his understanding of 
the concept. Understanding melancholia as a subjective mood links the term to the objective world “so 
that one can legitimately speak of ‘the melancholy of evening,’ ‘the melancholy of autumn,’ or even, like 
Shakespeare’s Prince Hal, of ‘the melancholy of Moor-ditch’” (Klibansky, et al. 1979: 1). This conception 
of the term allows for the classification as ‘melancholy’ or ‘melancholic’ of those objects which gives rise 
to the melancholy mood, allowing us to speak of “melancholy spaces, melancholy light, melancholy notes 
or melancholy landscapes” (Klibansky, et al. 1979: 217). Melancholia becomes adjectival, rather than 
merely nominal. The poetic transference of the melancholy mood onto inanimate objects can take one of 
four senses, as Klibansky, Panofsky, and Saxl note:  
Sometimes in a simple and serious sense, as when a Florentine patrician’s widow speaks of the 
melancholy of her loneliness, or when a place is described as “lonely and melancholy”; 
sometimes in a sentimental and emotional sense, as when Sannazzaro makes his shepherds roam 
with melancholy brow and melancholy speech; sometimes gaily and frivolously, as when Bojardo 
makes a disappointed lady who has passed an eventless night with her cavalier remain all day 
“melinconiosa e tacita”; sometimes coarsely and cynically, as when an invalid canon writes to his 
friend, “But if anyone thinks I am at death’s door, let God try me with a young girl, and see how 
soon with her help I shall drive all melancholy away.” (1979: 217) 
The way in which melancholia becomes a descriptor for a passing mood is important as it converts the 
concept into an aesthetic quality and asserts the contradictory nature of melancholia.  
 
The understanding of melancholia as transitory or temporary points to the duality of the concept, the 
sense of contrast that was envisaged in the Middle Ages, due to the connection of melancholia to Saturn, 
and elaborated upon during the Renaissance, and through Burton, who recognised the Janus-faced nature 
of melancholia. In the opening passages of Burton’s text, he includes an Argument of the Frontispiece, in 
which he reiterates both the centrality of black and the connection of melancholia to Saturn. He writes: 
“Old Democritus under a tree […] Over his head appears the sky/And Saturn Lord of melancholy;” and 
later: “In melancholy darkness hover” (2009: 28). This conception of melancholia is further echoed in the 
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poem that follows the Argument. Entitled Abstract of Melancholy, Burton expresses in verse the crucial 
paradox at the heart of the malady. The refrain reads: “All my joys to this are folly/Naught so sweet as 
melancholy” (2009: 29). As the poem continues the atmosphere changes. As the author becomes 
increasingly haunted, the tone becomes increasingly sombre. He writes: “All my griefs to this are 
jolly/Naught so sad as melancholy” (2009: 29). Melancholia is sweetness and sorrow, simultaneously. Just 
as melancholia is despair, so too is it joy. Such is the paradoxical nature of the disposition, whether in 
habit or in temporary mood. While melancholia is generally considered to mean a sense of sadness without 
cause, it is, in fact, far more complex. As Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl observe, melancholia is “a double-
edged feeling constantly providing its own nourishment, in which the soul enjoys its own loneliness, but 
by this very pleasure becomes again more conscious of its solitude, ‘the joy of grief,’ ‘the mournful joy,’ or 
‘the sad luxury of woe’” (1979: 231). As such, “this modern melancholy mood is essentially an enhanced 
self-awareness, since the ego is the pivot round which the sphere of joy and grief revolves” (Klibansky, et 
al. 1979: 231).  
 
The duality of melancholia allows it to be both “a condition to be enjoyed, a ‘sweet’ disease in which one 
can luxuriate, a meditative mood more than a problem” and a condition of solitary despair (Lawlor 2012: 
42). This Janus-faced nature enables the melancholic to be both delicately, intellectually meditative and “a 
‘monster’ who avoids company, is drawn towards darkness, and with whom joy turns to the typical 
symptoms of classical melancholy, and those of modern depression: fear and sorrow” (Lawlor 2012: 42). 
Discourse concerning melancholia as something more than simple pathology has become increasingly 
commonplace since the publication of Burton’s opus (Kaufmann 2008). This line of argument suggests 
that melancholia “voices wisdom [in that] it expresses both an accurate understanding of the world and a 
protest against its ways” (Kaufmann 2008: 95). As such, melancholia, “is not only about loss and resulting 
sadness; as Renaissance thinkers and artists long ago recognised, it can be as creatively empowering as it is 
spiritually disabling” (Holly 2013: xxi). While Burton’s work is both dense and dated, in recognising the 
transitory nature and the duality of melancholia, it acts as a critical text in the historical development of 
the concept, not only as pathology but also as aesthetic quality.  
 
* 
 
Throughout history, pathologies have been greatly influenced and shaped by the ways in which they have 
been culturally represented in works of creative literature and art (Lawlor 2012). This has certainly been 
the case for melancholia, for which literary texts and artistic depictions have played a significant role in 
the changing conceptualisations of the term. During the Renaissance for example, melancholia was clearly 
illustrated in the “terminally miserable but scholarly and refined genius of Shakespeare’s Hamlet” (Lawlor, 
2012: 44). The melancholia represented in literary sources at this time, particularly on the stage or in 
poetry, cannot be separated from the melancholia experienced outside of the literary field. Shakespeare’s 
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Hamlet exemplifies the link between literature and lived reality in the Renaissance; Hamlet embodies the 
conceptualisation of the melancholic genius, a concept that was envisaged centuries earlier yet taken up 
with fervour by Shakespeare.  
 
Interestingly, Hamlet is indicative of a certain fashionability for melancholia in the streets, on the stages, and 
in the pages of Elizabethan London. Emily Anglin argues that it is due to the “widespread vogue” for 
melancholia and the tropes of the melancholic temperament during this period, particularly in English 
gentlemen and scholars, that melancholia is often thought of as the “Elizabethan disease” (2014: 7). The 
contradictory character that epitomises melancholia seemed somehow to fit the nature of the period. 
Anglin suggests that this trend was largely influenced by the increase in continental travel by young 
English men. Travelling from England to Italy, these young men began to “imitate the Italian affectation 
of melancholy that had been current among scholars and artists there since the fifteenth century, largely 
due to the Italian writer Marsilio Ficino’s influential association of melancholy with genius” (Anglin 2014: 
8). Thus, melancholia spread as a fashionable affectation from the continent to the British Isles. Men of 
all classes imitated the qualities of melancholia during this period because of “the combined associations 
of genius, Italianism, aristocracy, and, above all, a perception of the self as outsider” (Anglin 2014: 8). 
These elements of fashionability played out in such a way that, as Anglin writes, “melancholy was at once 
considered an abnormal condition and at the same time a strangely pervasive, even universal one” (2014: 
7). This understanding reflected both Burton’s notion that melancholia was something of a universal 
quality in mortal man, and also recognised the contradictory quality of melancholia, as something that 
may simultaneously be one thing as well as its opposite.   
 
Unlike the blatant performance of melancholia on the streets of London however, Hamlet’s melancholia 
is complex and multifaceted. As the play progresses Hamlet’s original melancholy disposition gives way to 
a pathological melancholia. Throughout, a number of visual indicators are used to indicate Hamlet’s 
melancholic subjectivity. Primarily, these indicators come in the form of the melancholic costume – the 
sartorial development of an aesthetic disposition. In act one, scene two, Anglin notes, Hamlet enters 
“dressed in black,” thereby conveying to the audience the melancholia of his character, as well as the fact 
that he is grieving his dead father (2014: 24; original emphasis). While initially, as Anglin continues, “the 
black attire prompts the viewer to read the text of his first speeches through this lens […] the probing 
sincerity of his grief complicated the straightforward signification of the black clothes” (2014: 10). The 
combination of dutiful grief over the loss of one’s father is combined with a deep scholarly melancholia 
in the character of Hamlet in such a way as to create something far more dynamic than either one could 
individually be. Anglin writes: “The costume of melancholy is part of a performance, ‘the trappings and 
the suits of woe’; and the outward signs of grief ‘actions that a man might play.’ Grief combines with 
scholarly melancholy, on the other hand, to produce something which cannot so easily be read” (2014: 
10-11). While the figure of grief can be performed, and the garments of grief worn to play the role of 
	 43 
griever, when combined with the internal elements of scholarly melancholia, the character imbues affect 
in a way one cannot do simply by donning a black costume and downcast expression. The implications of 
this theatrical technique – using black as the colour (non-colour) of melancholia – cannot be 
underestimated. These theatrical visual cues certainly play into contemporary perceptions of melancholia 
and, as such, influence the fashioning of melancholia, about which this thesis is most deeply concerned.  
 
The ways in which melancholia was conceptualised during this period were also determined by gender. 
Unlike previous periods, in which women were largely excluded from discussions of melancholia, during 
the Renaissance, and in large part due to Burton’s conclusion that melancholia was an inherent aspect of 
the human condition, it was understood that women too suffered. However, female melancholia was 
different from that experienced by men. For Burton, melancholia in women was based on but one thing, 
namely: the want of a husband. As Nichol remarks, “Burton anticipates Freud by 300 years, when we read 
what he has to say about sexual abstinence – ‘stale maids, nuns and widows, they are melancholy in the 
highest degree’” (1948: 203). Despite this recognition, however, the literature surrounding melancholia 
continued to deal primarily with the melancholia that afflicted men. Interestingly, in addition to the 
changing understandings of melancholia, there was also the re-emergence of terminology through which 
to describe mental disorders that looked remarkably similar to melancholia, yet were experienced by 
women. For example, during the period from 1675 to 1680, physician Thomas Sydenham observed a 
high incidence of “the female affliction hysteria, and its male equivalent hypochondria” (quoted in 
Gowland 2006: 82). While Sydenham diagnosed these maladies with differentially gendered terms, they 
were both, as Angus Gowland notes, in terms of aetiology and symptomology, identical to melancholia 
(2006). The adoption of this Aristotelian term hysteria, by Sydenham and later, more famously, by Jean-
Martin Charcot in the 1800s, indicates not only the continued prevalence of gendered accounts of mental 
and physical disorders, but also the continued reinterpretation of the symptoms of melancholia. 
Gendered analyses of melancholia continued to predominate, despite the fact that these differentiations 
were based not upon medical difference, but rather upon preconceived perceptions of inherent 
differences between the physiology of men and women.   
 
1.2 A (Post)Freudian Conceptualisation 
 
Jumping forward in time, this section discusses the next major transformation to occur in the 
conceptualisation of melancholia. Attitudes towards melancholia in the nineteenth and into the twentieth 
century were largely influenced by the loss of God in industrial capitalist Western culture and the 
evolution of Victorian psychiatry into the model of psychiatry developed by Sigmund Freud. Freud’s 
work acts as a rupture in the trajectory of how melancholia has been understood, marking a change in 
understandings of the concept. The ways in which Freud reconceived of melancholia – as characterised 
by self-loathing and self-reproach – saw to it that, as Ferber notes, “discourse on melancholy [was] 
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relocated within the psychoanalytic discourse of depression” (2013: 16). The conceptualisation of the 
term established by Freud proved deeply influential, so much so that the concept of melancholia has 
become, Ferber continues, “almost synonymous – at least intuitively to the contemporary mind – with 
Freudian pathology” (2013: 17).  
 
Positioning Freud’s seminal essay “Mourning and Melancholia” (1917) as a starting point, I consider the 
way in which melancholia has been theorised and employed in the twentieth and into the twenty-first 
century. First, I explore the influence of Freudian psychoanalytic theory on the understanding of mental 
disorders as pathological medical conditions. In so doing, I also consider the development of the 
American Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) as a guide to the diagnosis and 
treatment of mental disorders. Second, I examine more recent conceptualisations of melancholia, and the 
use of the concept in relation to social phenomena, firstly in relation to gender, and particularly the work 
of Judith Butler and Douglas Crimp, and secondly in relation to race and post-colonialism with reference 
to the work of scholars such as Paul Gilroy, Shinhee Han and David Eng. Finally, I position melancholia 
in relation to the theorising of fashion and the work of scholars such as Georg Simmel, Jean Baudrillard 
and Elizabeth Wilson, so as to establish the relationship between fashion and melancholia, informed by a 
shared sense of ambivalence and of loss.         
 
1.2.1 Pathological response 
In “Mourning and Melancholia,” Freud determines the characteristics of melancholia by comparing the 
experience of melancholia to that of mourning. Making this distinction, he writes: “Mourning is 
commonly the reaction to the loss of a beloved person or an abstraction taking the place of the person, 
such as fatherland, freedom, an ideal and so on. In some people, whom we for this reason suspect of 
having a pathological disposition, melancholia appears in place of mourning” (2005: 203). For Freud, 
melancholia is the expression of a deep-seated inability to mourn. This conceptualisation of pathological 
melancholia is constructed in direct response to the non-pathological process of mourning. Perhaps the 
most well-known, and oft-repeated, passage of Freud’s essay on the subject is that in which he writes: “In 
mourning, the world has become poor and empty, in melancholia it is the ego that has become so” (2005: 
205-206). In establishing the characteristics of melancholia by way of its contrast with mourning, Ferber 
notes, “Freud thus draws a deep dividing line between the two responses, a line placing the two on 
opposing sides of the demarcation separating normality from pathology” (2013: 19). In drawing this 
dividing line, Freud marks out a newly defined territory in which to position melancholia.  
 
By locating melancholia within the unconscious mind, as opposed to within the body and mind, Freud 
breaks away from all previous understandings of the concept. Of this conceptualisation, he wrote that 
“the obvious thing is for us somehow to relate melancholia to the loss of an object that is withdrawn 
from consciousness, unlike mourning, in which no aspect of the loss is unconscious” (2005: 205). The 
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connection, or, more appropriately, the disconnection or repression of connection, between the 
conscious and unconscious minds were to blame for the arousal of discord, both mental and physical. 
The conscious mind cannot account for the sense of loss held by the unconscious, and therefore cannot 
liberate the sufferer from their melancholia. As Ferber suggests, “what differentiates the two responses 
[mourning and melancholia] – and what gives birth to self-reproach – depends on whether the loss has 
been accepted and acknowledged” (2013: 20). If the loss is recognised and confronted by the conscious 
mind, then it can be dealt with through the mourning process. However, “the unabridged, and therefore 
unidentifiable, nature of the melancholic loss makes it almost impossible to detach oneself from the loss, 
since for the melancholic there seems to be nothing from which a detachment is at all possible” (Ferber, 
2013: 20). The melancholic does not sense that any change has taken place. Rather, they understand that 
they have always been this way, an unconscious surrendering to the state of mind and the acceptance of 
the suffering with no recourse to treatment.  
 
While the definition of melancholia Freud establishes in “Mourning and Melancholia” is that which is 
most frequently referenced as the definitive contemporary understanding of melancholia, Freud in fact re-
articulated his conception of the term six years later, in his 1923 work The Ego and the Id. The conception 
of melancholia Freud posits in this text differs from the previous in one crucial aspect. Rather than 
arguing that the inability to mourn is a destructive facet of melancholia, Freud suggests that the 
identification process, in which the lost object is incorporated into the unconscious of the ego, is in fact 
fundamental to self-identification. As Ferber puts it, “identification with the lost object […] becomes the 
condition for the constitution of the self; it is only through the internalization of the lost other through 
the work of identification that one can become a subject in the first place” (2013: 24). This re-imagining 
of melancholia is significant in that it positions loss at the heart of subject-formation. The separation 
between mourning and melancholia is no longer as rigid as it had been in “Mourning and Melancholia;” 
melancholic identification becomes not only a crucial aspect of mourning, but loss, particularly primal 
loss, becomes fundamental to the formation of object-relations. What is most important about this re-
conceptualisation of the term, beyond indicating once again the frequency with which melancholia is re-
imagined, is that loss remains central to the concept. Loss is an essential feature of melancholia (in 
whatever guise it presents); loss is also fundamental to the construction of self-identity.  
 
Interestingly, past iterations of melancholia make important appearances in Freud’s work. For instance, 
there is a distinctive passage in “Mourning and Melancholia” that references Hamlet, the iconic literary 
melancholic, as well as the subject of a gendered notion of melancholia. In this passage, Freud “reasserts 
and reifies the well-established and privileged insight of masculine melancholy [avowing] that the 
melancholic ‘has a keener eye for the truth than others who are not melancholic’” (Stewart 2010: 142). 
This reference to the visionary genius of the melancholic clarifies Freud’s position in thinking that the 
creativity of the artist is due to his melancholia, rather than to some other feature of his psyche. Janice 
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Stewart writes: “Hamlet is given access to truth through his melancholy, which, in turn, gives him the 
status of truth” (2010: 143; original emphasis). This accruement of truth, vision and genius, however, is 
available only to the male melancholic. Indeed, in this same passage Freud also speaks of a good, 
“hitherto well-behaved, efficient and dutiful woman” who, like Hamlet, suffers from melancholia (2005: 
206-207). However, where Hamlet is afforded an extraordinary vision due to his melancholia, this 
unnamed woman “seems to be not more than the competent yet bland, feminine foil to Hamlet’s great 
male melancholia” (Stewart 2010: 143). Thus, according to Freud, “melancholia provides an internalized 
privileged point of access to self-knowledge for men and an externalized privileged status to the male 
melancholic. In contrast, the female melancholic must be satisfied with a suggestion that if she is 
melancholic, it is unlikely that she is entirely worthless” (Stewart 2010: 143).  
 
Engaging with the work of Virginia Woolf, Stewart establishes a feminist argument in counterpoint to 
that put forward by Freud. In A Room of One’s Own, Woolf writes of the requirements necessary to 
intellectual freedom, particularly with regards to the writing of poetry, and argues that, since the 
beginning of time, “[w]omen have had less intellectual freedom than the sons of Athenian slaves. 
Women, then, have not had a dog’s chance of writing poetry” (Woolf 1987: 103). Stewart notes that by 
taking “into consideration some of the historical and material disparities between the male artist and the 
female artist, Woolf’s argument grapples with the reality that is elided in Freud’s essay: most women did 
not have the leisure time, the money, the education or the encouragement that was afforded to 
Shakespeare’s layabout prince” (2010: 144). Without the same access to the “exalted status of truth as the 
male artist” it is unsurprising that women did not fit within theory that situated melancholia in alliance 
with genius (Stewart 2010: 143). What is most interesting about this, beyond the fact that melancholia 
remains tainted by this history of gendered differentiations, is that Stewart’s work points to a contrasting 
perspective that is elided by dominant discourse. While melancholia may be determined by a fundamental 
dualism, this dualism is denied to women in an historical narrative that privileges the depiction of 
melancholia in men.  
 
The conceptualisations of mental disorder and psychiatric practice envisaged by Freud prevailed until well 
into the 1970s. Emphasis long remained “on the way in which the conflicts of the unconscious mind 
could be resolved, rather than the protean symptoms to which they gave rise” (Lawlor 2012: 158). Some 
physicians, such as Aubrey Lewis, a psychiatrist at the London Maudsley Hospital during the 1930s, were 
conducting new statistical analysis into the psychiatric field, however their work was largely ignored by 
the mainstream, in which the Freudian perspective predominated. Various studies across the field meant 
that by the 1970s the situation was “a mess of theories and practices that had little or no consensus apart 
from agreement on the division between psychotic and neurotic depression” (Lawlor 2012: 160). In 
response to these varied approaches to mental illness, the American Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders (DSM-I, published in 1952) was developed in an attempt to provide a coherent strategy 
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for diagnosing and treating psychiatric disorders. This text focused primarily, Lawlor writes, “on the 
talking cure […] to reveal the unconscious conflicts that might be leading to depression, rather than the 
supposed biological causes” (2012: 161). The text soon became a benchmark of American psychiatry. 
Rather than concentrating on the most severe cases, as previous frameworks had done, this manual was 
also concerned with cases outside the walls of psychiatric institutions, emphasising the need to deal with 
less severe cases. The second edition of the manual, the DSM-II published in 1968, was notable for its 
definition of “‘neurotic’ or ‘reactive’ (non-psychotic) depression as ‘an excessive reaction of depression 
due to an internal conflict or to an identifiable event such as the loss of love object or cherished 
possession,’” however, in the main it maintained the same conclusions as had been set out in DSM-I 
(Lawlor 2012: 162).  
 
It was not until the publication of the third edition, the DSM-III, in 1980, that a substantial development 
was made in the conceptualisation of mental illness. This text quickly became the bible of New 
Depression, providing for the first time, as Lawlor writes, “a much wider clinical definition, based almost 
entirely on symptoms, of what it meant (and means) to be depressed” (2012: 157). This change in 
language, from the use of the term “melancholia” to that of “depression,” as well as the manner in which 
this disorder was understood, had profound consequences for millions of sufferers. According to Lawlor, 
“this concept of depression has been largely defined by a biological model most famously exemplified by 
its apparent amenability to treatment with Prozac, the magic bullet that came to prominence in the final 
decade of the twentieth century” (2012: 157). The establishment of clear guidelines for the research and 
diagnosis of depression and other mental disorders meant the elimination of ambiguity and confusion 
that had previously clouded the discipline. Further, the focus on symptoms, unlike earlier iterations of the 
manual, which had been more concerned with “the underlying psychodynamics that gave rise to either 
neurotic or psychotic depressions,” meant that the manual purported to be “theory neutral,” and the 
emphasis on description, rather than cause, was meant to give as little offence as possible to the different 
schools of thought (Lawlor 2012: 163).  
 
The DSM-III dramatically altered the image of psychiatry. Rising above controversial debates about 
causes of depression was expected to provide a ‘cleaner’ vision of how mental illness functions. However, 
there were significant drawbacks to this new form of symptom-based diagnosis. For instance, there was a 
lack of distinction between normal sadness and disordered mental states of depression, which led to a 
scenario in which people experiencing normal responses to loss were treated as if they were suffering 
pathological mental disorders. As Lawlor notes, this “massive pathologization of normal sadness [can, 
ironically] be argued to have made depressive diagnosis less rather than more scientifically valid” (2012: 
167). While these limitations have been addressed in later editions of the text, the decontextualisation of 
symptoms due to static diagnostic formula means that the pathologization and treatment of otherwise 
‘normal’ sadness endures. 
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1.2.2 Gendered foreclosure and postcolonial processes  
In addition to developments in medical conceptualisations of melancholia, the term has also undergone 
philosophical and theoretical developments in recent years. One of the most interesting cultural dynamics 
to which the concept of melancholia has been applied is that of gender, most notably in the work of 
Judith Butler and Douglas Crimp. For Butler, the terminology of melancholia is a useful model through 
which to explore gendered subject formation. Using melancholia as a framework, Butler examines the 
significance of foreclosed attachment to the construction of gender and sexuality. She writes that “for a 
loss to predate the subject, to make it possible (and impossible), we must consider the part that loss plays 
in subject formation” (1997: 23). Loss, for Butler, is at the very heart of human subjectivity. However, the 
sense of loss Butler employs is not a simple one. Rather, it is melancholy loss, as conceptualised by Freud. 
It is not a mournable loss. It is the loss of a loss, as per Hegel; the loss of potentiality, the loss of that which 
could yet can never be. As Butler writes, “the foreclosure of certain forms of love suggests that the 
melancholia that grounds the subject (and hence always threatens to unsettle and disrupt that ground) 
signals an incomplete and irresolvable grief” (1997: 23). This concept of foreclosure comes directly from 
Freud, who distinguishes it from repression by suggesting that, as Butler puts it, “a repressed desire might 
once have lived apart from its prohibition, but [the] foreclosed desire is rigorously barred, constituting the 
subject through a certain kind of pre-emptive loss” (1997: 23). The idea of loss and the foreclosure of 
certain forms of love serves as the foundation of Butler’s conception of the formation of both gender and 
sexuality.  
 
Relying primarily on the conception of melancholia established by Freud, Butler remarks that while it may 
seem strange to consider gender in terms of melancholia, “Freud himself acknowledged that melancholy, 
the unfinished process of grieving, is central to the formation of identifications that form the ego” (1997: 
132). The conceptualisation of melancholia Freud established in The Ego and the Id is based upon the fact 
that a primal sense of loss is central to subject formation. Of course, the ego Butler considers is not only 
bodily, but also gendered. Butler argues that gendered differentiations, masculine and feminine, are not 
dispositions, “but indeed accomplishments, ones which emerge in tandem with the achievement of 
heterosexuality” (1997: 135). These achievements are, for Butler, accomplished by way of the foreclosure 
of certain forms of love. Heterosexuality, which defines the parameters of masculine and feminine, is 
founded upon “preempting the possibility of homosexual attachment […] which produces a domain of 
homosexuality understood as unliveable passion and ungrievable loss” (Butler 1997: 135; original 
emphasis). Butler recognises that the distinctions she draws between gender and sexuality are stark and 
hyperbolic. However, she relies on this rigid differentiation as the foundation of her arguments 
concerning the gendered ego and the character of melancholia in this context. 
 
This positioning of gender within the context of melancholia is an example of the various ways in which 
melancholia is used as a contemporary conceptual term. It is also of significance to the study of fashion, 
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understood here a representative form of culturally symbolic creative practice. Fashion is deeply 
embedded in the processes of subject formation, which include the construction of distinctions of gender 
and of sexuality. As Diana Crane writes, “fashionable clothes are used to make statements about social 
class and social identity, but their principal messages are about the ways in which women and men 
perceive their gender roles or are expected to perceive them” (2000: 16). Susan Kaiser suggests that the 
construction of these gendered positions through fashion involves a process of “other-ing,” which occurs 
by way of the “‘identity not’ principle [whereby] masculinity is defined as not femininity” (2012: 122; 
original emphasis). It is this sort of identity-not theory that Butler invokes in her notion of the 
differentiation between hetero- and homo-sexuality. However, her thinking goes deeper in that the 
“other” is a foreclosed potential, making it an impossibility against which to position the self.  
 
For Butler, Freud’s work stands as a useful frame through which to unpack the construction of gender 
and sexual identity. She is most interested in the “positive convergences between Freud’s thinking on 
ungrieved and ungrievable loss and the predicament of living in a culture which can mourn the loss of 
homosexual attachment only with great difficulty” (1997: 138). This “predicament,” as Butler calls it, 
becomes increasingly serious when positioned in relation to the impact of AIDS and “the task of finding 
a public occasion and language in which to grieve this seemingly endless number of deaths” (Butler 1997: 
138). The suggestions that Butler proposes have been interestingly re-interpreted and acknowledged by 
Douglas Crimp who, in his book Melancholia and Moralism, sets out “to explain a widespread psychological 
response to the ongoing crisis of AIDS” through the language of melancholia (2004: 8). Crimp’s primary 
concern is with “a particular relation between devastation and self-abasement, between melancholia and 
moralism, between the turn away from AIDS and the turn toward conservative gay politics” (2004: 8). He 
suggests that the “moralistic repudiation of gay men in the pre-AIDS years is a symptom of melancholia, 
[yet] the denial of loss can produce melancholia too” (2004: 9). The reaction of gay men to AIDS is a 
mourning, Crimp writes, “not only [of] lovers, friends, acquaintances, and community members, but also 
[of] our highly developed sexual culture,” and of the “repudiation of that culture;” the failure to mourn 
this loss is therefore a form of melancholia (2004: 200). By adopting the language of Freudian mourning 
and melancholia, Crimp contributes a compelling perspective to the queer politics literature. Further, the 
use of melancholia in this context effectively extends the ways in which the concept can be understood, 
beyond a structure of pathology and towards an understanding that is far more socially applicable and 
powerfully suggestive.   
 
As with Butler’s work, Crimp’s writing is relevant to this thesis in that it points to the significance of loss 
in the construction, or denial, of self-identity. Fashion is essential to identity formation. Fred Davis writes 
that it is the intimate connection between dress and the corporeal body that allows fashion to “serve as a 
kind of visual metaphor for identity and […] for registering the culturally anchored ambivalences that 
resonate within and among identities” (1992: 25). The ways in which loss plays into these negotiations 
	 50 
and ambivalences is crucial. As Joanne Entwistle makes clear, options we have for the performance of 
identity are constrained.  
How we perform our identity has something to do with our location in the world as members of 
particular groups, classes, cultural communities. The clothes we choose to wear represent a 
compromise between the demands of the social world, the milieu to which we belong, and our 
own individual desires. (Entwistle 2015: 114) 
The construction of identity is determined by the tensions of novelty and conformity and fashion, as a 
socially fixed system, is implicated in these negotiations, indicative of the cultural community in which we 
exist. The foreclosure of certain cultural attachments produces a complex sense of loss, a sense of the loss 
of potential, the loss of conceivability to which melancholia is aligned. In the case of gender, for instance, 
identity relies on self-affiliation; if such affiliation is internally denied the process is disrupted. For Crimp, 
the terminology of pathological mourning, and the adjacent inability to mourn, allows him to point to the 
significance of the loss of potential to the construction of lived identity. This is not to say that subject 
formation is necessarily melancholic. Rather, that unrecognised loss plays into the production of identity 
in intricate ways; fashion is entwined in these processes by way of the relationship between fashion and 
the body. 
 
* 
 
This same conceptualisation of melancholia has also been taken up as a concept through which to explore 
the experiences of the nation, particularly those concerning race and post-colonialism. The work of 
scholars such as David Eng, Shinhee Han and Paul Gilroy (not to mention others such as Christina 
Cavedon, whose work considers national trauma in relation to melancholia, and Anne Anlin Cheng, who 
explores racial grief through the language of Freudian melancholia) uses the concept of melancholia as an 
analytical tool through which to discuss aspects of contemporary culture. For example, in their “Dialogue 
on Racial Melancholia,” Eng and Han suggest that “as Freud’s privileged theory of unresolved grief, 
melancholia presents a compelling framework to conceptualise registers of loss and depression attendant 
to both psychic and material processes of Asian American immigration, assimilation, and racialization” 
(2000: 667). From this starting point, they “propose a concept of melancholia as a depathologized 
structure of everyday group experience for Asian Americans” (2000: 667). The way in which melancholia 
is conceptualised by Eng and Han, just as conceptualised by Butler and Crimp, is not based on a 
pathological understanding. Rather, the term is used as a framework through which to account for the 
experiences of certain populations. As Eng and Han continue, “this theory suggests that processes of 
immigration, assimilation, and racialization are neither pathological nor permanent but involve the fluid 
negotiation between mourning and melancholia” (2000: 667). By examining these processes by way of the 
language of melancholia Eng and Han further expand the parameters of the concept in such a way as to 
explain the experiences of racial minorities. One of the most interesting contributions offered by Eng and 
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Han’s work is that they extend Freud’s conception of melancholia as individual. They suggest that the 
experience of “suspended assimilation into mainstream culture may not only involve severe personal 
consequences; ultimately, it also constitutes the foundation for a type of national melancholia, a national 
haunting, with negative social effects” (2000: 672-673). While ideals of inclusion and democracy abound 
in the United States of Eng and Han’s example, the exclusion of some groups effectively dismantles these 
illusions and casts the nation in a declarative darkness. 
 
The patterns of race relations that Eng and Han consider are based upon a structure of racial difference; 
difference that determines a sense of “other-ing” through which the processes of institutional exclusion, 
which lead to both personal melancholia and national dis-ease, play out. For Gilroy, the language of 
melancholia is adopted with regard to both race and the experiences of post-colonialism. While Eng and 
Han posit a depathologised understanding of racial melancholia, Gilroy embraces the terms of 
pathological melancholia, suggesting that post-colonial melancholia is “a complex pathology with multiple 
symptoms” (2003: 32). Gilroy contends that Britain has been unable to mourn its loss of Empire and that 
this unmourned loss has contributed to an atmosphere of deep and intense national melancholia. He 
writes that “the country’s bewildering patterns of racist violence and inconsistent political responses to 
the suffering it has created make more sense once the idea of post-colonial melancholia is introduced” 
(2003: 32). Determining post-colonial melancholia as pathological enables Gilroy to position the violence 
of racial behaviour within a particular theory. While there is, he notes, “still a great deal of reluctance to 
identify these recurrent and depressing symptoms of the country’s wider typography of ultra-nationalistic 
race-consciousness,” postcolonial melancholia “characteristically intercuts the racist violence offered as a 
means to ‘purify’ the nation with the shame-faced tides of self-scrutiny and self-loathing that follow it 
among decent folk who had outbursts of manic euphoria” (2003: 32-35).  
 
The works of Eng and Han, and of Gilroy, all point to alternative perspectives of history. For instance, 
Eng and Han, considering the experiences of immigrants in the United States, illustrate the way in which 
a sense of melancholia can be experienced as a social phenomenon. While they explore these interactions 
in relation to immigrants, it is possible to reverse their theoretical analysis in order to consider the effects 
of immigration on an indigenous population. Indeed, the application of melancholia employed in their 
work provides a template for how the effects of immigration may play out in other locations, such as 
Aotearoa New Zealand, offering a more multifaceted account of social change and the effects of such 
change on the peoples involved. Similarly, Gilroy makes use of melancholia to examine the social effects 
of loss. The history of Britain is dominated by proud tales of victory and war and imperial conquest in 
places that needed “civilizing.” What this history does not express is the complexities of these narratives: 
the fact that a victory is as much a defeat as it is a cause for celebration; the fact that numerous peoples 
have suffered under colonial rule; and that numerous casualties were suffered in every battle waged. By 
employing the terminology of melancholia, Gilroy allows for the effects of these realities to be recognised 
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in contemporary British culture. Rather than disregarding the influence of these historical developments, 
Gilroy positions them centrally within the mood of the place. His work offers an example for my own, 
illustrating how the language of melancholia can be used as a vehicle through which to develop more 
nuanced understandings of history and cultural identity.  
 
1.2.3 Ambivalence and loss; fashion and melancholia  
Exploring the different and contrary meanings of melancholia over time, Jennifer Radden suggests that 
these coexisting, ambiguous understandings are what makes melancholia “both a normal disposition and 
a sign of mental disturbance […] both a feeling and a way of behaving […] a nebulous mood but also a 
set of self-accusing beliefs” (2002: ix). These varying conceptualisations of the term make it difficult to 
settle on a single meaning. While the three main strands of theory on the subject conceive of melancholia 
as pathology, character type, or temporary disposition, these determinations are far from distinct. Rather, 
they are interconnected, interwoven to such a degree that we cannot understand one without also 
understanding the others. In order to determine an understanding of melancholia appropriate to this 
research, I consider the two points of commonality across the different conceptualisations.  
 
First, melancholia is founded upon a profound sense of loss. Whether this was the loss of balance within 
the physical humours, which could lead to an excess of black bile and thus melancholia – as the ancients 
would have it; the loss of God and the corresponding alliance with Saturn – as was believed to cause 
melancholia during the Middle Ages; the loss of morality in the Garden of Eden, which had contributed 
to the melancholia of all humanity – as was posited by Burton during the Renaissance; the loss of a loved 
object and the repression of such loss, which leads to the inability to mourn – as Freud argued at the 
beginning of the twentieth century; the loss of potential gendered subjectivity – as suggested by Butler; or, 
indeed, the loss of imperial dominance – as Gilroy contends with regards to a mood of melancholia 
within contemporary British culture, loss sits at the very heart of melancholia.  
 
Second, melancholia has been distinguished by an intense sense of contradiction, contrast and 
ambivalence. Regardless of how melancholia has been conceived, a sense of paradox is always faithfully 
present. In the fifth century BC, while melancholia was considered a disease determined by the excess of 
“black bile,” it was also understood as a “normal” disposition. The ambiguity between illness and 
normality was crucial to the complexity of the concept. Further, with the advent of Aristotelian natural 
philosophy melancholia became linked with genius. The melancholic could be, on one hand, moody and 
depressive, yet on the other, outstandingly intellectual, profoundly heroic. The contrast between black bile 
as diseased and black bile as the source of genius became inherent within understandings of melancholia.  
 
The presence of contradiction in all subsequent understandings continues to predominate. During the 
Middle Ages, the alignment of melancholia to Saturn reinforced the inherent antithesis within the 
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melancholy disposition as the influence of Saturn is understood to endow the melancholic with 
introspection and despondency, yet simultaneously, with clarity of intelligence and wisdom. During the 
Renaissance, this contrast was reiterated by Burton, who wrote of how melancholia caused both anguish 
and “vexation of spirit,” and yet also a depth of joy and delight like no other. While Freud attempted to 
reduce the ambivalence inherent within melancholia by constructing fixed parameters within which to 
determine its symptoms and through which to demarcate normalcy from pathology, the sense of contrast 
prevailed. By locating melancholia within the unconscious mind, rather than the body or the conscious 
mind, Freud firmly positioned melancholia in that most ambivalent of places. Thus, he opened the 
concept to further theorising in relation to social phenomena, in which melancholia remains bound by 
contradiction. A sense of contrast permeates the work of Butler, Crimp, Eng and Han, and Gilroy. These 
theorists indicate the ways in which the language of melancholia can be employed as a vehicle through 
which to explore alternative visions of history and identity. 
 
The two dynamics that function as the fundamental structural characteristics of melancholia – a deep 
sense of contrast and contradiction coupled with an acute sense of loss – are also fundamental to fashion. 
In their theorising of fashion, scholars have frequently observed the ambivalence inherent within fashion 
as well as the role of fashion as a form of social language used to communicate this sense of duality. For 
instance, in 1904, in one of the most influential early writings on fashion, Georg Simmel wrote: 
As fashion spreads, it gradually goes to its doom. […] fashion includes a peculiar attraction of 
limitation, the attraction of a simultaneous beginning and end, the charm of novelty coupled with 
that of transitoriness. The attractions of both poles of phenomena meet in fashion, and show 
also here that they belong together unconditionally, although, or rather because, they are 
contradictory in their very nature. Fashion always occupies the dividing-line between the past and 
the future. (1957: 547)  
Expanding on this concept of duality and ambivalence in fashion in 1954, Cecil Beaton observed that 
“[t]hose who live or work or are involved in fashion breathe the air of instability” (2014: 388). Jean 
Baudrillard took up this same mantle in 1981, when he wrote that fashion “embodies a compromise 
between the need to innovate and the other need to change nothing” (1981: 51). He also recognised an 
ambivalence within the desires that drive fashion, the multiple tensions that determine “the desire for 
novelty, to distinguish oneself, opposed by the need to keep things the same, to conform” (quoted in 
Boultwood and Jerrard 2000: 310-311). In 1985, Elizabeth Wilson wrote of the “ambivalence… of 
contradictory desires, inscribed in the human psyche” and the role of fashion as “performance art” to act 
as a “vehicle for this ambivalence” (1985: 246). In 1992, Davis produced a compelling argument for the 
role of fashion as an ambivalent form of visual communication – a code of meanings if not a definitive 
‘language’ – reflective and representative of our paradoxical, ambivalent, “forever in ferment” identities 
(1992: 17). And in 2012, Caroline Evans remarked that fashion is characteristically unstable and 
contradictory, swinging constantly “between desire and repulsion” (2012: 241). This inherent instability is 
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indicative of the state of flux in which fashion is forever caught. Fashion can never be stable. As Evans 
puts it, “fashion can never be purely deathly, even when its imagery is at its most sombre, because its 
meanings are never static. It can shift suddenly from darkness to celebration of the here and now, of 
youth, beauty and pleasure, and it can oscillate between the two” (2012: 241). Just as the meanings of the 
contradictory elements of fashion are never static nor are they fixed binaries. Rather, they are interacting 
dimensions or what Ann-Mari Sellerberg calls “a kind of circular stimulation” (1994: 60). They interact in 
a dance of enduring ambivalence.    
 
Implicit within the work of these scholars is an understanding of a prevailing sense of loss within fashion; 
the loss of that which has been and also that which will never be; the loss that exists in that in-between 
space, between the past and the future. Whether this is the loss of past fashions, the loss of garments 
once worn by loved ones (or, conversely, the loss of loved ones who once wore clothes we now love in 
their place), the loss of garments once held dear, the loss of moments in which past fashions existed or, 
indeed, the knowledge that fashion in the now becomes fashion of the past, the knowledge that even if 
our garments survive, our bodies don’t – loss is inscribed in fashion, in the fashion system as well as the 
fashion garment. This is not merely explicit loss; it is also the loss of potential, the understanding of loss 
as that which will never be, that which could have been, yet wasn’t. The planned obsolesce with which 
fashion is laced means that both the system and the garments themselves are woven with loss.  
 
As noted in the introduction, these theorists recognise the melancholia of fashion, the dissonance and the 
capriciousness. However, they do not use the language of melancholia to describe fashion. Their critical 
insights into the anxiety, the nostalgia, the ambivalence of fashion contributes to our understanding of 
how fashion functions. Inserting the concept of melancholia into the theoretical literature on fashion 
provides the means through which to understand fashion as not only ambivalent but also simultaneously 
etched with loss. In bringing loss to the surface, the ambivalence of fashion is given greater consequence. 
Thinking through fashion in relation to loss allows the space necessary to account for both the 
ephemerality and the endurance of fashion, the embodiment and the disembodiment of fashion, the 
connection we feel to fashion, our own as well as that of others. Thinking through fashion in relation to 
loss allows us to conceptualise fashion as social language, creative practice and physical experience; as 
structure, as signs, as clothes; as emotion, sensation, affect. Melancholia provides the framework through 
which to understand fashion as a cultural system of both ambivalence and loss, a phenomenon deeply 
tied to our understandings of identity, history and place.         
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CHAPTER 2. 
In the Half-Light: Between the Past and its Absence 
 
“Proust knew how much the fleeting expression of fashion or fancy can reflect something beyond its limited time, something 
haunting that whispers of the nostalgia of human impermanence and mirrors man’s tragic destiny.” 
- Cecil Beaton, 1954 
 
The long history of melancholia is punctuated by its relationship to art and aesthetics. Throughout this 
long history however, melancholia has not been discussed in direct relation to sartorial fashion. Here, I 
redress this lack of scholarly attention, concentrating on the distinctive correlations between fashion and 
melancholia. In the first section of this chapter, I consider the structure or form of fashion as uniquely 
characterised by melancholia due to the relationship of fashion to time, the body, and death. I argue that, 
regardless of the visual aesthetics of fashion objects, the very structure of fashion is inherently aligned 
with melancholia because of its connection with the two elements that determine melancholia: a deep 
sense of contrast, contradiction and ambivalence, and a profound sense of loss. Considering the 
melancholia of fashion from a structural perspective acts as the foundation upon which to consider the 
melancholy content of fashion and its representation.  
 
In the second section of the chapter, I consider the specifics of aesthetic representation, exploring the 
role that sartorial aesthetics, represented in visual and textual forms, play in the fashioning of place and 
cultural and aesthetic identity. This section considers three different forms through which fashion is 
represented to establish the significance and function of representation in the construction of cultural 
identity. I explore the textual representation of fashion, the semiotic fashion system, as conceived of by 
Roland Barthes, and the approach to textual fashion taken by scholars following Barthes, as well as an 
exploration of the ways in which fashion is textually represented in literature. I consider the visual 
representation of fashion, in terms of both fashion photography and the representation of fashion in 
cultural art forms such as film and television. And finally, I reflect upon the ways in which different 
modes of sartorial representation contribute to the construction of different cultural and historical 
narratives.  
   
In exploring aesthetic experience, Terry Eagleton suggests that the aesthetic speaks of the matters that 
preoccupy contemporary class-society, matters of “freedom and legality, spontaneity and necessity, self-
determination, autonomy, particularity and universality” (1990: 3). The aesthetic embodies the pattern of 
thinking that concerns art and beauty, and yet, at the same time, recognises the social concerns in which 
all creative pursuits are intertwined. Just as melancholia is an unstable concept, so too is the aesthetic. 
Indeed, Richard Shusterman notes that the “concept of the aesthetic remains deeply ambiguous, complex 
and contested” (2006: 237). Thus, the connection between melancholia and the aesthetic is multifaceted. 
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Both are deeply ambiguous, variable concepts; both are also profoundly contradictory phenomena. This 
chapter analyses the connections between melancholia and the aesthetic and in particular the connections 
between melancholia and fashion.  
 
2.1 The Haunted Self  
 
Fashion and melancholia fit together in a wholly unique and exceptional way, despite having largely 
eluded joint scholarly attention. In exploring the haunted nature of fashion as form – particularly in terms 
of the intimate connection fashion has to time, the body, and death – it is possible to recognise the 
relationship between the structural dimensions of fashion and melancholia, as well as the affective 
significance of fashion as a distinctive aesthetic practice and the melancholy tone of fashion styles that 
deal with themes such as darkness, deathliness, loss and the sombre romantic gothic.  
 
This argument, attesting to the marked correlations between fashion and melancholia, is similar to that 
put forward by Michael Ann Holly in The Melancholy Art (2013), with regards to the connection between 
melancholia and art history, and that posited by Ilit Ferber as to the relationship of melancholia to 
philosophy in her book Philosophy and Melancholy (2013). Interestingly, both these texts were published in 
2013 – the year before I commenced this research – indicating a renewed academic interest in the study 
of melancholia as it relates to all manner of subjects and forms. Jed Deppman remarked on this emergent 
vogue when he wrote in 2004 that “melancholia, a favourite subject in antiquity and the renaissance, is 
making a comeback” (2004: 274). Regardless of the impetus toward the contemporary study of 
melancholia, what is interesting is that each different argument puts forward similar cases as to the 
distinctive relationship of melancholia to very different subjects. For example, Holly suggests that the 
history of art is distinct from other historical sciences because of its “insistent companion: melancholy” 
(2013: xi). Ferber writes that there is a “special way in which philosophy is saturated with melancholy” 
(2013: 10). Similarly, in this thesis I argue that sartorial fashion has a unique alliance with melancholia. 
 
The works of both Holly and Ferber, in putting forward arguments as to the relationship of melancholia 
to the structure of art history and philosophy, respectively, mark a departure from much of the existing 
literature on the subject as they deal with the foundational elements of melancholia, rather than the 
content. In writing of melancholia from a structural, rather than a subjective position, the work of Holly 
and Ferber provides something of a template for my own exploration of fashion as structurally steeped in 
melancholia. Holly writes: “The melancholy that courses through the history of art is a product of its 
perhaps unconscious awareness that works that seem so present are actually absent; they look back at 
you, but whose gaze is it? It is the estrangement embedded in this ambiguity that both haunts and 
animates art historians’ activities” (2013: xii). Art history, as Holly conceives of it, cannot overcome its 
loss of the world. While the historical work of art is present, it is also absent, at odds with the 
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contemporary moment in which it is encountered. Similarly, Ferber, considering the early philosophy of 
Walter Benjamin, contends that all the concepts that feature in the various historical accounts of 
melancholia, concepts such as loss, transgression between internal and external and between life and 
death, are also distinctive in Benjamin’s early philosophy. She writes: “Melancholy is more than a word or 
idea crucial to Benjamin the person; it is intimately and eminently connected to the foundations of what 
philosophy itself means to him” (2013: 10). Melancholia for both Holly and Ferber is something 
inherently complex and entirely significant, crucial to the subjects with which they are engaged. The 
argument I present here, concerning the structural connection between fashion and melancholia, takes a 
very similar stance.  
 
2.1.1 Haunted by long ago 
Fashion has a unique relationship to time. Barbara Vinken suggests that fashion’s “most intimate 
relationship is its relation to time” (1997: 59). Fashion not only exists in the forward-looking present but 
it is also inherently haunted by the past, frequently referencing a lost past through the aesthetic modes of 
a time that has long since been, and gone. Fashion is determined by what Walter Benjamin calls the tiger’s 
leap of fashion, into “the thickets of long ago” and by the future, that unknown quantity, but it is also 
crucially and perennially preoccupied with the pursuit of newness, “nowness” (2007: 261).4 Following 
Benjamin, Ulrich Lehmann remarks, “fashion senses out the modern in the past, it actualises ideas that 
become important for the present. In doing so it follows the historical materialist dictum of history 
repeating itself: every past action can, in the hands of the materialist, become exemplary for the present 
because it will reoccur” (1999: 304). Caroline Evans also comments on this relationship to time, writing: 
“Fashion is a paradigm in the way that it can carry contradiction – this is very modern – the whole thing 
is a kind of ‘dialectical image’ or ‘critical constellation’ not just of past and present but of differing 
modernities, and its ‘now-time’ can hold them together in suspension” (2003: 306). The fact of the 
ambiguous positionality of fashion between the realms of past, present, and future, has led to much 
theorising as to the role of fashion as an indicator of historical moments, and as a marker of historical 
development more broadly (Wilson 1985; Lehmann 1999; Benjamin 2002, 2007).     
 
One of the most prominent theoretical positions concerning the relationship of fashion to time is that 
which states that, due to the inherent pursuit of newness and nowness, fashion is an essentially modern 
phenomenon, indicative of constant and consistent change. Fashion has long been positioned within 
Charles Baudelaire’s conception of modernity as “the transient, the fleeting, the contingent” (2010: 17). 
Fashion has been conceived of as the very embodiment of all that which is intrinsically ephemeral. 
                                               
4 The dialectical metaphor of the leaping tiger or “Tigersprung” was established by Benjamin as a means through 
which to challenge static understandings of history. Of the material objects with which Benjamin was concerned, it 
was fashion that had the greatest capacity to alter perceptions of history and thus to epitomise the Tigersprung 
(Benjamin 2007: 261). As both a “principle object of aesthetic modernity and its social indicator, [fashion] functions 
to break the continuum of history” and thus fashion is indicative of the tiger’s leap, central to Benjamin’s 
conceptualisation of history (Lehmann 1999: 302).   
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Indeed, Elizabeth Wilson describes fashion as “dress in which the key feature is rapid and continual 
changing of styles. Fashion, in a sense is change, and in modern western societies no clothes are outside 
fashion” (1985: 3; original emphasis). Since its publication in 1985, Wilson’s conceptualisation of fashion 
has become the most widely accepted in the canonical literature. In the constant quest for the new, Randi 
Koppen argues, “the dynamic of fashion is the principle of the avant-garde: to be ahead of the masses, to 
be unique” (2011: 9). As an ephemeral form of material culture, fashion is understood to exist in the 
moment; this ephemerality sees to it that the dress that is fashionable one season will be out of fashion the 
next. The material ephemerality of fashion means that the garment itself, as object, will, in time, 
deteriorate, disintegrate, and turn to dust.5 
 
While this is certainly the most conventional understanding of fashion, it is not the only one. Baudelaire 
invoked this particularly modern quality in his descriptions of fashion and it is for this reason that fashion 
and modernity have been considered so often in conjunction. As noted in the introduction to this thesis, 
fashion is spun with the spirit of modernity, that spirit which corresponds to the capitalist mode of 
production and the constant quest for the new. However, Baudelaire also recognised that fashion is 
positioned as a synthesis of two aesthetic paradigms, éternité and modernité, and therefore captures both the 
ephemerality and the contingency of the truly modern, and the immutable taste for the ideal of the eternal 
artwork. The relationship of fashion to memory and to the body means that fashion garments, both as 
conceptual imaginings and as material objects, are able to exist beyond the time of their fashionablity, and 
beyond the time of their wearability. As such, fashion is both modern and eternal, capturing the contrasting 
elements of the fleeting as well as the immovable. As Peter Stallybrass puts it, the fact of being made of 
cloth means that fashion “endures, but it is mortal” (2015: 69). In addition, while the fashion object may 
exist in the present it simultaneously references the past, both a nostalgia for and a speaking of the lost 
moments that have been and gone.  
 
Recognising the ambivalent nature of fashion renders the notion that fashion “in a sense is change” 
somewhat simplistic. Whilst it is in many ways an accurate representation of the traditional fashion 
system, the structural form of fashion is in fact far more than mere change. The concept of fashion is far 
more contradictory and far more ambivalent than that which can be conceived of simply as modern, that 
which is preoccupied by newness, that which constantly changes. As Baudelaire suggested, we may 
“extract from fashion the poetry that resides in the historical envelope, to distil the eternal from the 
transitory” (2010: 16). Rather than understanding fashion as simply something that signifies the present, 
Baudelaire contends that fashion instead signifies the duality of the present moment. Fashion is that which 
stands in for a moment in time, yet also transcends that moment in order to stand for eternity. As such, 
                                               
5 In this understanding of fashion, the ephemerality of fashion as concept overcomes the material ephemerality of 
the garment itself. As scholars such as Hilary Davidson make clear, the material garment can exist for far longer 
than the body that wears it (2016). The geopolitics of garment consumption and disposal, as well as the longevity of 
discarded fashion objects (see Fletcher 2012; Wicker 2016), are frequently overlooked in arguments that emphasise 
the ephemerality of both symbolic and material fashion. 	
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the structure of fashion embodies the structural dynamics of melancholia, not only the sense of loss – 
that which speaks of lost moments past – but also the sense of contradiction – that which determines 
fashion as encompassing elements of past, present and future, simultaneously.  
 
The ambivalent nature of the relationship of fashion to time was observed by Benjamin, who suggested 
that the “spectacle, the unique self-construction of the newest in the medium of what has been, makes for 
the true dialectical theatre of fashion” (2002: 64).6 The interconnection of the past with the present in 
fashion contributes to the melancholia of the form. Koppen notes Benjamin’s particular awareness of 
“clothing’s signifying potential – it’s capacity […] for interweaving worlds and temporalities, opening the 
folds of individual and cultural memory to view and connecting with other organic surfaces, webs and 
fabrics” (2009: 67). While fashion functions in the now, and involves the constant quest for the new, the 
unique, this process characteristically takes the form of return, a return to that which has already been, 
and passed. Benjamin suggests that this process ensures an endless series of presents, the “eternal return 
of the same” (2002: 71). This process of “eternal recurrence” is also distinctly capitalist. Wilson notes that 
the “society of the commodity demands the novelty of the continually changing, so that the fashion cycle 
is particularly resonant in the society of capitalist consumption, where exchange value defeats use value” 
(2004: 378). Similarly, Evans observes that, as commodity, fashion is transformed into something 
different. When contemporary fashion enters the realm of the commodity, she writes, it “circulates 
obliquely […] as an idea, or a conceptual piece” (2010: 22). The garment becomes detached from itself 
and it is the image, haunted by the original, that becomes the commodity – the idea of the garment, not the 
garment itself.  
 
This purely conceptual aspect of fashion is perhaps most evident in the showpiece, the garment made as a 
theatrical representation of the designer’s conceptualisation of the collection, an essentially unwearable 
one-off garment that is featured in spectacular photography and preserved as a museum piece. 
Showpieces often take weeks to complete, yet are only on the catwalk for minutes. Despite this, the 
conceptual pieces become iconic garments, indicative of the designer’s unique vision. While the material 
garment may be showcased once or twice, in show or exhibition settings, images of the garment are 
featured in numerous texts and collections, and therefore circulate as idea, rather than physical object. 
The garment becomes haunted, ghostly. The images, as representation, provide the only evidence of its 
existence and, as such, they haunt. The photographs of the garment attest to the memory of its reality. 
However, this process takes fashion out of time and space, rendering the garment spectral. Immortalising 
the image of the dress, the original is suspended, neither dead nor alive. Even when the garment itself has 
been preserved alongside its representational image, it is only for show, “ghostly, or spectral” (Evans 
2010: 21). For, to take the garment off the body and to position it upon a mannequin within a glass case, 
                                               
6 The concept of the dialectic refers to opposing forces, to the tension between poles, to the divide of duality. The 
“dialectical theatre of fashion” thus refers to the contrast and contradiction of the form, in which opposing forces 
are constantly and consistently at work. 	
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is to decontextualize it and disconnect it from the living body for which it was designed: to make the 
garment a thing, an object to gaze upon. The decontextualization of the garment, whether through its 
representation in photographic image, or its preservation in a museum, adds another layer to the 
ambiguous relationship of fashion to time.  
 
The complex relationship between fashion and time is what leads Lehmann, in line with Benjamin, to 
suggest that fashion is that cultural object “that alters our perception of history” (1999: 297). The 
simultaneous attendance of fashion to the past, present, and future is precisely what makes the form such 
a potent metaphor for the exploration of historical narrative. Rather than providing evidence of 
conventional linear historical narrative, fashion provides an alternative, far more nuanced imagining of 
historical progression. In fashion, Lehmann writes:  
There is no discernible progress towards a “goal,” an aim or a material purpose. […] Fashion 
works erratically through its method of quotation. It willfully cites any style from the past in a 
novel incarnation or present rendition. Clothing types may be retained, yet their appearance is 
renewed by using past elements. Fashion thus constitutes an aesthetic rewriting of history. (1999: 
301)   
Despite the fact that fashion parallels the capitalist mode of production, and that developments in fashion 
frequently occur in tandem with developments in technology, fashion, as Lehmann suggests, also subverts 
the very historiographical tenets on which the capitalist mode of production is built. The exterior 
appearance of fashion changes rapidly, along with the technological changes of capitalist society, yet the 
form of fashion, as a practice of dressing the body, remains much the same, irrespective of developments 
in the capitalist mode of production. In other words, while the content of fashion undoubtedly changes – 
at an increasingly rapid rate – the structure of fashion remains constant. Fashion may foster the spectacle 
of newness, yet this is an “illusion of novelty and spontaneity,” used to mark time within the fashion 
industry (Black 2009: 499). For, alongside this sense of change, this spectacular exterior appearance, 
permeated with the notion of the now and the new, “the fundamental forms of clothing a human body 
do not (and cannot) change” (Lehmann 1999: 302). Fashion is a dialectical theatre of spectacular 
appearance.  
 
Fashion relies on a lack of popular historical consciousness, a lack of memory, so as to reference the past 
whilst simultaneously performing the now. Yet fashion also relies on a certain nostalgia and recognition 
of the past so as to add potency to the use of historical referents. Fashion calls on our love of forgetting 
but also our love of remembering. Fashion is self-consciously aware of the meaning embedded within 
historical style and deliberately draws upon the symbols of the past in order to instil meaning in the 
present. In memorialising the past, fashion makes a play on our memory and simultaneously employs our 
amnesia. Writing about the growing ubiquity of the black suit in menswear in the late nineteenth century, 
Baudelaire wrote that this standard outfit, a symbol of equality but also of despair, was “the necessary 
	 61 
garb of our suffering age, which wears the symbol of perpetual mourning on its thin black shoulders” 
(1981: 118). The black suit jacket may be the epitome, but for Baudelaire the symbol of this ‘perpetual 
mourning’ was fashion in general. The passing of time is fit into every garment, whether suit or skirt. The 
memory of time is fit within fashion as an enduring legacy, despite recourse to constant change.  
 
The ambivalent position of fashion within social life, oscillating constantly between historical memory 
and ruthless forgetting, is crucial to the understanding of fashion as aligned to melancholia. It is also this 
ambivalence that makes fashion such a distinctive lens through which to examine the cultural history of a 
place such as Aotearoa New Zealand. Fashion is indicative of the ultimate set of antitheses in our conception 
of time and history, and it is the blurring of the lines between past, present, and future that contributes to 
the ambivalence and the melancholia of fashion. This ambivalence within fashion, which suggests its 
conformity to the formal structures of melancholia, extends beyond the representation of garments, and 
encompasses the body also. 
 
2.1.2 A world of the dead  
Both dress and the body are sites of unease and ambiguity, ultimately unsettling.7 Holly writes that 
“everybody knows what it feels like to be unsettled by a remnant, a fragment of the past: something that 
is so replete with memory and meaning that we almost cannot bear the absence of which it so eloquently 
speaks” (2013: xii). The sense of unsettlement of which Holly writes is surely no more present than in 
fashion, or dress, that aesthetic form so deeply bound with meaning, both personal and social. Fashion is 
one of the most evocative forms through which we encounter the afterlife of the past for it “holds the 
sometimes unbearable gift of memory” (Sorkin 2015: 59). What makes fashion so significantly affective is 
that it is experienced physically, related to the corporeal body even when divorced from the body.  
 
The relationship of fashion to the body is both intimate and delicate, deeply implicated in the 
construction of identity. However, the ambiguity and subjectivity of fashion means that, like identity 
itself, fashion is never fixed; rather, it is forever in a state of flux, reflecting both its indistinct relationship 
to time and space and its fragile connection with the human body. As Karen de Perthuis writes:   
Artifice lies at the very core of fashion’s existence. At every appearance, fashion throws down the 
gauntlet to nature, mocking its claim over the aesthetic and moral high ground, goading it into 
submission. With its intimate relationship to clothing, the human body has long been the 
battlefield where this struggle is played out. Throughout history, the body appears as a malleable 
                                               
7 While the “body” discussed here is abstract, the body in fashion is very specific. In relation to the body of the 
fashion model, Mark Seltzer writes that it is stylised, produced for display, fashion models are “bodies in motion 
without emotion, at once entrancing and self-entranced, self-absorbed and vacant, or self-evacuated; the superstars 
of a chameleon-like celebrity in anonymity” (1998: 271). The otherworldly, mannequin-like appearance of the model 
body is frequently identified in terms of its deathliness. The physicality of this body is often so thin, so emaciated, 
that it appears as “a living ghost, haunted by its own inevitable extinction” (Ferreday 2011: 4-6). And the generic 
beauty of the fashioned body is such that models often appear as “assembly-line cyborgs, sci-fi posthumans and […] 
walking corpses” (Beard 1999: 141).   
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form, bowing to fashion’s superior armoury, surrendering to its often extreme vision of beauty – 
padded out, pulled in, shortened, extended in almost unimaginable ways. (2010a: 168) 
Just as fashion changes, so too does the body. The body imposes limitations upon fashion just as fashion 
imposes limitations upon the body. Expressing the prevailing conception of the relationship of fashion to 
the body, Joanne Entwistle, writes that “removed from the body, dress lacks fullness and seems strange, 
almost alien, and all the more poignant to us if we can remember the person who once breathed life into 
the fabric” (2000: 326-327). As Maurice Merleau-Ponty argues, the body can also be understood as 
haunted and thus constitutive of a haunted self, whether dressed or not. He remarks that, unlike things, 
which are in space, the body “inhabits or haunts space” (1964: 5; emphasis added). Rather than being a 
thing within space, the body has permanence only as our means of communication with the world. “My 
body itself,” Merleau-Ponty continues, “is a thing that I do not observe. […] It is neither tangible nor 
visible in so far as it is that which sees and touches” (1962: 91-92). Thus, “the outline of my body is a 
frontier which ordinary spatial relations do not cross” (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 98). The body sees and is 
seen, simultaneously. As Peter J. Albano notes, “it sees itself seeing; it touches itself touching; it is visible 
and sensitive for itself. […] It is […] a self, therefore, that is caught up in all things, that has a front and a 
back, a past and future” (1998: 382). The self is thus haunted by its own body, in constant contact with 
the past and the future, as a ghostly apparition around which the self exists. However, as Benjamin 
observed, clothing, as an ally to sex, “is as much at home with what is dead as it is with living flesh” 
(2002: 69). The body does not need to be alive in order to be dressed. Similarly, the garment does not 
need the body in order to exist, in order to function as a receptacle of time, memory, and emotion.  
 
Just as the predominant conception of fashion in relation to time is that fashion encompasses all that is 
fleeting and ephemeral, so the most prevalent conception of fashion in relation to the body is that dress is 
nothing without the body, that fashion relies upon the body as a form of embodied practice. Numerous 
scholars maintain this conception of the relationship between fashion and the body, including Wilson, 
who suggests that “the garment is certainly a mere shadow of itself until it is inhabited […] clothes make 
the body culturally visible, and conversely, the clothes themselves are only complete when animated by a 
body” (2004: 376). While Entwistle recognises the poignancy of the garment in relation to the body to 
which it has been connected, she also reiterates Wilson’s point as to the reliance dress has on the body for 
animation, writing that “without a body, dress […] is incomplete” (2015: 10).  
 
This interdependence between fashion and the body is what leads Wilson to describe the sense of unease 
felt in a museum of costume, where the garments upon mannequins lack embodied life. She writes: “A 
dusty silence holds still the old gowns in glass cabinets. In the aquatic half light (to preserve the fragile 
stuffs) the deserted gallery seems haunted. The living observer moves, with a sense of mounting panic, 
through a world of the dead” (1985: 1; emphasis added). Further, she notes the sense of uncanny we 
experience when we gaze upon garments that had an intimate relationship with human beings long since 
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gone to their graves: “Clothes are so much a part of our living, moving selves that, frozen on display in 
the mausoleums of culture, they hint at something only half understood, sinister, threatening; the atrophy 
of the body, and the evanescence of life” (Wilson 1985: 1). The display of garments, ephemeral pieces of 
material history, this argument contends, is tantamount to artificial preservation, the representation of a 
haunted shell. Embalmed in such exhibitions, Anne Hollander remarks, displays of garments “can be 
ghastly essays in necrophilia” (1999: 95). So crucial is the relationship between fashion and the body that, 
Entwistle writes, “encounters with dress divorced from the body are strangely alienating” (2015: 9). 
Koppen contends that “garments, as we normally encounter them, do not exist as separate entities; they 
are seen on a body, brought into movement and animation by a living corporeality” (2009: 2). Even 
designer Elsa Schiaparelli famously declared that “dress has no life of its own unless it is worn” (quoted 
in Wilson 2004: 376). Such arguments, which assert the ghostly, haunted quality of the unworn garment, 
bolster the argument concerning the melancholia of fashion. If fashion is ephemeral, reliant upon the 
body for physical life and by fashionablity for conceptual life, then fashion is haunted by the reality of its 
own fate. Haunted by the eventuality of fading out of fashion, and haunted by the moment of discard, when 
the garment is no longer worn, no longer embodied, destined for literal deterioration and eventual decay.  
 
However, the connection between fashion and the body is far more complex than this theory of 
embodiment allows. As Stallybrass argues, by “thinking of clothes as passing fashions, we repeat less than 
a half-truth. Bodies come and go; the clothes which have received those bodies survive” (2015: 69). De 
Perthuis notes that memory is frequently positioned as the “enemy of fashion,” that the entire existence 
of fashion is “tailored on a perpetual act of willful forgetting,” and that this “willful amnesia allows it to 
occupy an eternal present” (2010b: 2). Despite this, as Baudelaire recognised, fashion is also associated 
with a sense of endurance that sees to it that the garment may exist beyond its moment of fashionability 
and beyond its moment of wearing. As de Perthuis continues, there is a paradox in the conception of 
fashion as that which changes, a paradox established by the fact that change itself does not change. The 
fact that change is permanent, Georg Simmel wrote at the beginning of the twentieth century, endows 
each fashion object with “a psychological shimmer of permanency” (1997: 204). And it is this notion of 
the shimmer of permanency that, de Perthuis argues, may “bestow the value of longevity on fashion that its 
notorious capriciousness otherwise denies” (2010: 2). While prevailing conceptions of fashion emphasise 
the centrality of change and ephemerality, as well as the fact that fashion relies on being worn, and 
forgotten, there is a paradoxical yet simultaneous function of fashion – as something lasting and deeply 
personal, beyond the fleeting moment of change. Indeed, de Perthuis remarks, it is precisely the “paradox 
around change – where fashion always exists (is immortal), while being precisely not immortal – [that] 
defines fashion as a general concept” (2010: 2). It is also precisely this paradox that points to the 
melancholia of fashion. In recognising the paradoxical nature of fashion and fashion’s relationship to the 
body it is possible also to recognise the role that fashion plays in corporeal remembrance. Fashion does 
not simply exist in the here and the now; nor does it exist only in the past. Fashion does not simply exist 
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when worn upon the corporeal body. Fashion exists in both, and in the liminal spaces between.8 The 
temporal ambivalence of fashion relies on the corporeal ambivalence of fashion. Fashion is haunted by 
the unknown past and the unknown future because fashion is haunted by the body, the body that wears 
fashion and the body that discards it. Fashion is at once enlivened by the body and yet somehow also 
alive when un-embodied.  
 
The intimacy of the connection between fashion and the body is no more evocative than in the case of 
the clothes of the dead. For example, de Perthuis points to the film Brokeback Mountain, in which “Jack 
(Jake Gyllenhaal) keeps for years the shirt of Ennis (Heath Ledger) hanging beneath his own shirt in his 
small closet, the two garments wrapped around each other in eternal embrace” (2016: 65). Clothes, as 
Stallybrass notes, “receive the human imprint [and] can be shaped by our touch” (2015: 69). Beyond the 
example of Brokeback Mountain, there are numerous other examples of dress functioning as a material and 
symbolic memorial system in film and literature. Stallybrass notes a number of texts that deal with the 
“terror of the material trace” following the death of a loved one (2015: 71). Often this terror is confined 
to a wardrobe, where the hanging garments become a living embodiment of the lost love. In Vladimir 
Nabokov’s Look at the Harlequins! for example, protagonist Vadim is so overcome by the presence of his 
wife’s clothes following her death that he “simply abandoned the flat,” unable to discard them but also 
unable live with them (1974: 73). In Philip Roth’s Patrimony, Roth is astounded by his father’s resolute 
desire to erase the material traces of his mother following her death. Roth’s father is preoccupied with 
“emptying her bureau drawers and sorting through the clothes in her closet […determined] to rid the 
apartment of them without delay – to bury them now, too” (2016: 30-33; original emphasis). The symbolic 
relics of Roth’s mother’s existence are no substitute for the real companion his father has had for fifty-
five years.  
 
The corporeal remembrance of the garment means that the cloth becomes infused with the life of the 
body who once wore it, the shape, the wear, the smell. For Stallybrass, it is smell that evokes in him the 
greatest affective response to the clothes of his dear, departed friend. He writes: “‘I could smell him.’ 
Dead, he still hangs there in the closet, in the shape of his body impressed upon the cloth, in a frayed 
cuff, in a smell” (2015: 70). While it is the materiality of fashion that determines arguments concerning its 
ephemerality, for Stallybrass it is this materiality that lends fashion its lasting quality. He argues that “for 
all our talk of the ‘materialism’ of modern life, attention to material is precisely what is absent. 
Surrounded by an extraordinary abundance of materials, their value is to be endlessly devalued and 
replaced” (2015: 70). It is only by paying attention to the very material quality of fashion that the 
                                               
8 The liminal is that which is in-between, it is the ambivalent space, the metaphorical limbo. As Victor W. Turner 
writes, “liminality is frequently likened to death, to being in the womb, to invisibility, to darkness, to bisexuality, to 
the wilderness, and to an eclipse of the sun or the moon” (2011: 95). This conception of liminality is linked to the 
conceptualisation of melancholia put forward in this thesis as it is the liminal space that melancholia occupies, it is 
the liminal figure who embodies melancholia, and it is a sense of liminality that aligns fashion with melancholia.     	
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particularity of its connection to the body can be recognised. The body leaves a trace, or what Jenni 
Sorkin calls a “stain” upon the material cloth of the garment (2015). And this trace evokes memory in 
those who encounter the garment after the death of its wearer. The memorial aspect of dress is crucial, 
for it is this that speaks of loss. The temporal ambivalence of fashion depends precisely upon the 
ambivalence of the relationship between fashion and the body, and the sense of loss that structures this 
relationship.    
 
Encountering the garment of a loved one after their death arouses a very particular emotional response. 
Stallybrass suggests that this is “because cloth is able to carry the absent body, memory [and] genealogy” 
(2015: 74). While Stallybrass writes of his emotional response to the clothes left behind after the death of 
his friend, de Perthuis writes of her connection to the clothes of her partner, following his death. Both 
Stallybrass and de Perthuis write evocatively of the deep love they have for the person to whom the 
garments once belonged, and of how wearing their clothes – for Stallybrass a jacket “made of a rather 
shiny black cotton-and-polyester weave [which, inside] is in tatters, as if several angry cats had been at 
work with their claws” (2015: 69), and for de Perthuis, a woollen jumper, imperfectly darned – enabled 
them to somehow embody the memory of their lost loved one. Stallybrass writes: “I cannot recall Allon 
White as an idea, but only as the habits through which I inhabit him, through which he inhabits me and 
wears me. I know Allon through the smell of his jacket” (2015: 77). De Perthuis writes that the jumper 
“became the thing of his that most recalled him to me. I slept in it, wrapped in arms that had once 
wrapped him” (2016: 61). The loss of the loved one is woven within the garment and, in the act of 
wearing, one feels the presence of he who has been lost. De Perthuis notes that the act of wearing, 
[Is] the embodiment of grief, of mourning […] the wearing is the mourning itself, the 
materialisation of the absent body. To believe in the possibility of such haunting is to banish the 
notion that clothes are empty of the person who once wore them. Instead of inanimate, ghostly 
and empty, they are poetic, vital and alive; the dress, the jacket, the jumper, a body remembered. 
(2016: 68) 
Not only are the garments crucial to the mourning process but the clothes themselves embody a deep 
melancholia. The relationship between fashion and the body further exacerbates the ambivalence of the 
form and contributes to the sense of loss that permeates all fashion, in multiple ways. Regardless of how 
this relationship plays out, however, the body is haunted by the fate of death, and fashion, coupled with 
this body, is likewise haunted by this fate.  
 
2.1.3 A ghostly apparition  
The relationships of fashion to time and to the body both contribute to the relationship of fashion to 
death. Benjamin recognised the depth of this relationship when he wrote that “fashion was never 
anything other than the parody of the motley cadaver, provocation of death through the woman, and 
bitter colloquy with decay whispered between shrill bursts of mechanical laughter” (2002: 63). The 
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relationship of fashion to death is complex. On the one hand, the fashion object is destined to fade out of 
fashion, and the materiality of the garment means that it is fragile and prone to deterioration. On the other 
hand, however, the ability of fashion objects to avoid death, to remain eternal, reminds us of our own 
fragility and mortality, and the fact that we cannot avoid death. The remembrance of this inevitable 
eventuality is ripe with the sense of loss. The garments that dress the body are evocative of the 
temporality of life, and yet the garments themselves have the potential to live far longer than the body 
does. As such, while fashion objects are poetic, vital and alive, they are simultaneously imbued with a ghostly 
quality, reminiscent of death. Fashion is thus ambivalent, existing within this liminal space of the ghost, 
bodily yet disembodied, time-bound yet time-free. Fashion exists as the ghostly figure does, neither dead 
nor alive, neither mortal nor immortal.9  
 
The ghostly quality of fashion relates it, once again, to the dialectical conceptualisation of melancholia put 
forward by Benjamin. The ghost is a threshold character, existing at the boundary between life and death. 
It is bodily, in terms of its appearance, but it is also necessarily devoid of corporeal fleshiness. As such, 
the ghost is the quintessential figure of melancholia. The ghost not only encompasses a sense of contrast 
and antithesis, in that it exists within the liminal space of neither mortality nor immortality, but it is also 
permeated with a profound sense of loss, in that it has lost its life, and yet is still, somehow, alive. This 
sense of the ghost as liminal, as “not yet dead but no longer alive” (Ferber 2013: 102), is that which aligns 
the ghost to melancholia. It is also this that aligns the figure of the ghost with fashion. If the ghost 
epitomises the ambivalence of melancholia, then fashion, that ghostly form with which we enrobe our 
bodies, exists as a melancholy entity, exemplifying the contradictions of life. Positioned between past and 
present, present and future, life and death, fashion is, like the ghost, liminal and ambiguous.  
 
The ghost, as spectral apparition, Ferber writes, “rupture[s] the ‘reasonable,’ unambiguous divisions 
between life and death, or real and unreal, healthy and pathological, and suddenly expose[s] them” (2013: 
103). In the Trauerspiel, the German tragic drama of which Benjamin writes, the ghost is a crucial figure of 
allegorical representation and the symbolism of liminality. In uncovering the role of the ghost in these 
plays, Ferber notes, we must attend to the plays’ relation to and presentation of death. In these plays, she 
writes, “[d]eath does not mark the end of life, and life is, in fact, not so far removed from death: the two 
                                               
9 The image of the ghostly body is not only a structural element of fashion, it is also a recurrent theme in fashion, a 
perennially and provocatively captivating dynamic within fashion iconography, particularly with regards to the 
depiction of the female body. Interestingly, within fashion it is most frequently the pretty ghost who is depicted. 
Joseph Roach suggests that the beautiful ghost-angel, gendered female, emerged in the late eighteenth century. He 
remarks that the pretty ghost, “wreathed in sanctity and voluptuousness [marked a] shift in the gendering of the 
symbolic afterlife. The armoured (male) ghost of Walpole’s fiction, over-determined by Shakespeare’s Old Hamlet, 
clanks around Otranto menacingly, ultimately wreaking rampart-bashing havoc on the whole castle. The [pretty 
ghost], however, is draped not in chain mail but in delicate fabric. She awes her daughter, as Old Hamlet awes his 
son, but her spectral purpose is to inspire by gentle affirmation, not guilt-tripping remonstrance” (2014: 136). It is 
this pretty ghost who has since become an iconic image within popular culture, particularly in fashion, where the 
recognisable elements of this pretty ghost, the long white gown, suggesting innocence, appropriately tattered and 
torn, and the floaty fabric suggesting the ethereal, the wounded, the otherworldly, are repeated time and again.    
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states exist concomitantly, a condition exemplified by the figure of the ghost” (2013: 104). If death is not 
the end, then it can recur, just as fashion does. In arguing for the eternal recurrence of fashion and the 
repeated return of death in the figure of the ghost, Benjamin provides a definition of the ghostliness of 
fashion. Jacques Derrida writes that the ghost embodies the “question of repetition: [for] a spectre is 
always a revenant. One cannot control its comings and goings because it begins by coming back” (2006: 11; 
original emphasis). This is also the case for fashion. Evans notes just how “many different forms of late 
twentieth century fashion were haunted by earlier visions” (2003: 51). Fashion, like the death that 
Benjamin writes of, and the ghosts that Derrida describes, is repetitive. Fashion exists in a cyclical realm, 
in which each spectre is a return, in which each new is really old. Ferber writes that the “ghost is ahistorical 
because it is entirely outside of time; it is also, however, all about time and temporality” (2013: 108). The 
way in which to comprehend this inherent paradox, Ferber continues, is to understand the temporal 
structure that Benjamin describes, to understand that “past and present can exist diachronically, in 
parallel, only through an encounter with the ghost. In this structure the past does not necessarily appear 
at a moment before the present; it can coexist with the present” (2013: 108-109). Fashion functions 
similarly; encountering the fashion object allows for the past and the present to exist simultaneously.  
 
Death, in its finalized state, has no place in the Trauerspiel. Ferber writes that, within the Trauerspiel, death 
“can only transform the dead into ghosts or, rather, refuse to allow them to ‘become dead’ in the first 
place” (2013: 105). This failure to die, in the conventional meaning of the concept as complete closure, is 
what enables death to repeat, as fashion does. Death, Ferber continues, “rather than ending life, becomes 
coterminous with life so that the living protagonists oscillate between living and dead images of 
themselves” (2013: 107). Fashion echoes this ghostly oscillation between life and death. As Rebecca 
Arnold suggests, fashion “has great resonance, acting as a collective memory […] traces of the past, 
mapping individual and group experiences, recalling both reassuringly familiar and yet [also] upsettingly 
clear evocations of earlier histories” (2001: 7). Evoking the past, the recurrence of what has been, fashion 
brings history into the future, reincarnating that which has already died. The garments we wear today are 
haunted by the past, as well as by a sense of loss for that past, and a sense of temporality and flux, 
whereby the garment exists in neither the here nor the now. Fashion is not necessarily related to death as 
such. Rather, fashion is representative of death. Fashion presents the reality of death by demonstrating the 
cyclical nature of disappearance and re-appearance. It is the possibility, indeed the potential, of death, of 
disappearance, that fashion exemplifies. And it is in this ghostly role, as representative of loss, that 
fashion is aligned with melancholia.  
 
Interestingly, Eduardo Cadava makes a similar argument with regards to the ghostly quality of 
photography. He writes that the “possibility of the photographic image requires that there be such things 
as ghosts and phantoms [for] what takes place in any photograph [is] the return of the departed” (1997: 
11). In any photograph, like any fashion object, the moment of the past is captured and returned, 
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eternally existing in the liminal space as both evidence of what has been, and as a material artefact of the 
present. Cadava recalls Barthes, explaining that “if the photograph bespeaks a certain horror, it is because 
‘it certifies that the corpse it alive, as corpse: it is the living image of the dead thing’” (1997: 10). The 
photograph evokes the ghost in that it confirms, in Barthes’ words, “that the thing has been here” (2000: 76; 
original emphasis). The survival of the photographed subject is “never only the survival of its life but also 
of its death” (Cadava 1997: 13). The photographic image lives on, surviving the photographed subject, 
just as fashion, garment, detail, image or idea, lives on after the moment of its fashionability or even its 
wearing, surviving the present in which it lived and bound to return. It is in death, Cadava writes, that 
“the power of the photograph is revealed and revealed to the very extent that it continues to evoke what 
can no longer be there. […] The photograph is a farewell. It belongs to the afterlife of the photographed. 
It is permanently inflamed by the instantaneous flash of death” (1997: 13). This instantaneous flash of 
death similarly lights up the spectacular fashion of the now, illuminating the life of the garment whilst 
whispering of the death it evokes and the death to which the body it adorns is destined.  
 
The relationship of fashion to the ghost is also remarked upon by Stallybrass. Referencing a poem by 
Laurence Lerner entitled “Residue,” which tells, like Roth’s Patrimony, of a father getting rid of a mother’s 
clothes, Stallybrass writes: 
There is an important sense in which the clothes are the pain the father feels. The dresses hang 
there “waiting,” they endure, but only as a residue that re-creates “absence, darkness, death; 
things which are not” [after the clothes have been disposed of] the wardrobe re-creates the 
ghostly presence of the clothes that are no longer there. (2015: 72; original emphasis)10  
The clothes are a ghostly reminder of the lost mother. And yet, even when the clothes are no longer 
within the closet their absence is just as ghostly as their presence. Stallybrass recognises that there is, 
“indeed, a close connection between the magic of lost clothes and the fact that ghosts often step out of 
closets and wardrobes to appall us, perhaps even console us” (2015: 72). This is certainly the case in  
Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. However, in this case, the clothes that hang in the closet are not the clothes 
of the dead, but the clothes of the not yet alive. As Rosemary Hill (2018) observes, for Jane the clothes 
are imbued with ghostliness in that they symbolise the future Mrs Rochester, the woman who will be 
born at the time of her marriage. They are the clothes of a woman as apparition and as such, they hold 
the same “terror of the material trace” of which Stallybrass writes. The haunting quality of the clothes 
compels Jane to shut the closet “to conceal the strange, wraith-like apparel it contained; which, at this 
evening hour – nine o’clock – gave out certainly a most ghostly shimmer through the shadow of my 
apartment” (Brontë 1866: 29; emphasis added). What hangs in the closet, Hill notes, “is a creature of 
limbo, unborn and undead, perhaps a chrysalis or a shroud” (2018: 4). The corporeal symbolism of the 
                                               
10 Darkness is evoked in this description of the emotive resonance of fashion garments. Darkness is also aligned to 
loss and ghostliness. Dark blackness is central to understandings of melancholia throughout history, whether in 
terms of black bile, the dark night or a darkness of mood, in which no light shines. That darkness is characteristic of 
both liminality and melancholia further attests to their alignment and indicates the significance of darkness in the 
fashioning of melancholia.  
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garment means that it can speak of someone not yet alive, a spectral presence of potentiality. The ghostly 
quality of fashion permeates the garments, whether they are in the closet or not. In reminding us of life, 
fashion also reminds us of death. As such, fashion epitomises not only a profound sense of loss but also 
the Benjaminean dialectic, the deep ambivalence, that underpins melancholia. 
 
2.2 Sartorial representation 
 
Exploring the structural relationship between fashion and melancholia is a necessary foundation for the 
consideration of textual and visual sartorial representation. By presenting the material garment in text or 
image, fashion is, yet again, taken out of the time and space of physical existence and transformed into 
something different. For example, in writing of photography as representation, Cadava notes that, rather 
“than reproducing, faithfully and perfectly, the photographed as such, the photographic image conjures 
up its death. […] Read against the grain of a certain mimetic capacity of photography, the photographic 
event reproduces, according to its own faithful and rigorous deathbringing manner, the posthumous 
character of our lived experience” (1997: 7-8). By applying such theory to the representation of sartorial 
fashion, it becomes clear that representation transforms the fashion object, suspending it within the 
liminal space of the image (or the textual description), in the realm between life and death.    
 
Fashion is more than simple material good. Fashion is idea, concept, meaning, and the codes of fashion 
are represented in significantly influential ways. Fashion is also inherently performative, determined by 
presentation and spectacle. As such, in the first instance fashion is presented on the body, whether on the 
catwalk or the street. Yet fashion does not only exist as embodied practice. Fashion objects are also 
represented in text and image. This process of representation, whether in fashion plates, advertisements or 
magazines is crucial to the circulation of fashion, as well as to changes in fashion.  
 
Fashion is also a form of representation in and of itself. Fashion is representative of personal and social 
identifications, deeply involved in the ongoing processes of encoding the ambiguities and dialectical 
tensions of identity, including those of class, gender, and sexuality. While the meanings of dress are 
generally accepted, based on a semiotic reading of the signs encoded in different fashion aesthetics, they 
are also a site of ambiguity and instability. Indeed, the representation of dress in art indicates the 
production of conventional cultural identity, as well as alternatives to such identity. Benjamin argues that 
the “mechanical reproduction of art changes the reaction of the masses toward art” (2007: 234). The 
reproduction of different forms of representation affect cultural perception of such representations. In 
relation to film, Benjamin writes that the “act of reaching for a lighter or a spoon is a familiar routine, yet 
we hardly know what really goes on between hand and metal. […] The camera introduces us to 
unconscious optics” (2007: 237). The representation of such routine actions on film, reproduced on 
screen, affects our perception of those actions, alters the way in which we perceive of these objects, their 
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materiality, and their role in the production of our identity. The representation of dress in film or, indeed, 
in literature or other art forms, likewise alters our perception, not only of the garments represented on 
screen or page, but also the material garments with which we engage on a daily basis. In order to analyse 
the role of fashion in the narratives of cultural history and the negotiation of national identity, it is 
therefore essential to consider the representation of dress in cultural art forms, beyond the realm of 
specific fashion publications.   
 
2.2.1 Textual sartorial representation 
The representation of fashion in text can take numerous forms: the description of a garment in a fashion 
magazine; the portrayal of a fashion object through words in a catalogue or book; or the representation of 
dress in literature or poetry. What these different forms have in common is that all use language, 
expressed in the written word. Language is a central aspect within cultural production. As Stuart Hall 
notes, “language is one of the ‘media’ through which thoughts, ideas and feelings are represented in a 
culture. Representation through language is therefore central to the processes through which meaning is 
produced” (2003: 1). The textual language of fashion representation, regardless of the medium this 
representation takes, is therefore crucial to the production of cultural meaning.   
 
The most well-known approach to studying the textual representation of fashion is Barthes’ 1967 treatise, 
The Fashion System. Developed as a complex semiotic system through which – literally – to read fashion, 
this text has become a seminal methodological manual for fashion research. Barthes set out to establish a 
method by which one could “apply the analytical procedures of structural linguistics to a non-linguistic 
object,” in other words: to “establish a ‘grammar’ of Fashion” (Barthes 2006: 70). Prudence Black writes 
that The Fashion System “takes the idea of fashion as a system where a group or set of related or associated 
garments come together to create a unity or complex whole” (2009: 502). While Barthes’ model is based 
upon a specific reading of the representation of written fashion in magazines, he contends that it is 
possible to conflate all different forms of fashion – from haute couture to everyday dress, from fashion 
photography and fashion language – into one comprehensive structure. As Black continues, Barthes 
concluded that “fashion is a system. Contrary to the myth of improvisation, of caprice, of fantasy, of free 
creativity” (2009: 502). In taking the theme of a linguists of fashion to the extreme to construct such a 
rigid theoretic system, Barthes successfully strips fashion of some of its most ambiguous and allegorical 
elements – those elements that make fashion so culturally significant. Because of this, since the 
publication of Barthes’ work, a number of scholars have reimagined his definitive approach. In the course 
of this reimagining, scholars have consistently reiterated the fact that while language is certainly crucial to 
the construction, definition, and representation of fashion, fashion is not, as Brian Moeran points out, 
either “like language […or] is itself a language” (2004: 35). Fashion is far more complex than the 
methodical system Barthes so painstakingly describes. As Wilson writes, Barthes “places fashion in a 
vacuum. Fashion [for Barthes] has no history and no material function; it is a system of signs” (1985: 57). 
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Of course, fashion has both history and material functionality. Fashion does function as a form of 
communication, yet it is an ambivalent form, far from a precise and orderly one.    
 
While there are many limitations to Barthes’ approach to the semiotics of fashion, there are also some 
useful aspects. Barthes is specifically interested in how fashion is described, how fashion is “translated” 
into language. This sense of translation is important in terms of the way in which Barthes reads fashion in 
magazines, and in relation to the representation, the translation of fashion in the context of literature. The 
present research does not focus on textual fashion as represented in fashion magazines, as Barthes does. 
However, the fashion magazine, in both print and digital forms, is one of the central mediums through 
which fashion is disseminated, as both commercial product and as idea. As such, it has formed the basis 
of much research considering the representation of fashion. Wilson writes: 
Fashion is a magical system, and what we see as we leaf through glossy magazines is “the look” 
[…] women’s magazines have moved from the didactic to the hallucinatory. Originally their 
purpose was informational, but what we see today in both popular journalism and advertising is 
the mirage of a way of being […] increasingly it has been the image as well as the artefact that the 
individual has purchased. (1985: 157)  
Both the glossy images (advertising as well as editorial) and the descriptive language of the fashion 
magazine are designed to produce desire, constructing an idea the consumer can associate and aspire to. 
This magical mirage represented within the text and image of the fashion magazine relies on the concepts 
of allegory and ambiguity (those concepts also central to melancholia) in order to tell the stories that 
accompany “the look.” Narrative is crucial to the construction of the meanings every fashion garment 
generates, and crucial to the arousal of desire in every fashion consumer.  
 
The textual representation of fashion within cultural art forms such as literature and poetry has a very 
different purpose and plays a very different role in relation to the construction of cultural and aesthetic 
identity. Removed from the commercial objectives of the fashion publication, magazine or online journal, 
dress represented in literature and, to a lesser extent in poetry, has the potential to reveal much about the 
situation in which it is depicted. Koppen suggests that “clothes have a curious presence in modern 
fiction, a presence which at once asserts and denies its significance, and whose relation to character […] 
hovers uncertainly between the synecdochic and the allegorical” (2011: 1). Literary sartorial aesthetics 
have more than simple symbolic significance. Indeed, the ambivalent position of sartorial fashion within 
literature – functioning in the uncertain, liminal space of simultaneous significance and insignificance – 
aligns the form ever more closely to melancholia. Dress represented in literature functions as an aesthetic 
tool, contributing to the telling of a very particular cultural narrative. As Koppen notes, “clothes matter to 
the construction as well as the reconstruction of a historical moment and its literary representations” 
(2011: 1). Clair Hughes agrees, remarking that “references to dress for both reader and writer contribute 
to the ‘reality effect’: they lend tangibility and visibility to character and context. From a sociological and 
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historical view point it is worth our while to look closely at descriptions of dress in a novel, because dress 
is a visible aspect of history, a material index of social, moral and historical change” (2005: 3). As such, 
literary sartorial representation is just as significant to fashion studies research as the textual 
representation of fashion in magazines, despite being the subject of far less academic scrutiny within the 
field of fashion studies.11  
 
Of the scholars who have explored the representation of fashion in literary texts, Baudelaire, Paul de Man 
and Benjamin are those of most historical prominence. However, as Koppen notes, these theorists do not 
offer a consistent perspective on the role or significance of fashion in literature. Rather, they each posit 
different opinions concerning the presence of sartorial fashion in literary texts due to their different 
understandings of fashion, especially its temporality. In The Painter of Modern Life, for example, Baudelaire 
argued that fashion is paradigmatic of modern art and writing in that it brings into play the synoptic or 
synthetic gaze that he thought of as characteristically modern. According to Baudelaire then, sartorial 
aesthetics work in the modern literary text to signify the brevity of the present and the transience of the 
now and also the interminable nature of that moment in historical time. Extending upon Baudelaire’s 
thinking, de Man argued that fashion illustrates the essence of modernity. He wrote: “Fashion is like the 
ashes left behind by the uniquely shaped flames of the fire, the trace alone revealing that a fire actually 
took place” (1983: 147). Fashion remains as a remnant, long after that moment is over. In literature, the 
representation of fashion thus functions as an indicator of both the historical and cultural moment in 
which the story takes place. In line with the work of both Baudelaire and de Man, Koppen suggests that 
fashion is far more than something that signifies the present. She writes that “an idea of fashion as the 
modernist’s fantasy of participation in the immediate world can have little to say about the work that 
clothes perform in [modern literature]” (2009: 67). For both Baudelaire and de Man, although to different 
degrees, the textual representation of fashion in literature was significant due to its role in speaking of the 
fleeting nature of time.  
 
In contrast, Benjamin’s thinking on sartorial fashion within modern literature focused on the way in 
which dress connects the body to the world. In The Writer of Modern Life, he suggests that “[f]ashion stands 
in opposition to the organic. It couples the living body to the inorganic world” (2006: 37). For Benjamin, 
clothes have an enabling function, and the potential for performing within two kinds of allegory, “one 
pre-modern, suggesting transcendence and redemption; the other modern, suggesting rupture and lack” 
(Koppen 2009: 66). Helen Hills notes that, according to Benjamin, “allegory, especially allegory about 
fate, death and melancholy, is the principle element in the aesthetic of modernity” (2007: 58). The 
concept of allegory is one of the most significant elements in Benjamin’s understanding of fashion in the 
literary text. It is also one of the primary dynamics in his understanding of melancholia as an affective 
                                               
11 Hughes notes her surprise at how few literary critics have given systematic attention to dress represented in 
literature (2005).   
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mood, and as an aesthetic. One of the essential characteristics of not only allegory but also fashion and 
melancholia is ambiguity and multiplicity of meaning. It is this sense of ambivalence and contradiction 
that therefore acts as a crucial dynamic in the signifying properties of dress, the textual representation of 
fashion, and the writing of melancholia in literary texts.   
 
The presence of fashion in literature is significant in terms of its representational symbolism; it functions 
as a central element in the literary portrayal of cultural and aesthetic context. As Hughes notes, dress 
functions as “part of a social system of signs […] crucial to the construction of an imagined world, as well 
as an integral part of the way a novel is constructed as an artwork” (2005: 4). Remarking upon the ways in 
which Virginia Woolf uses fashion in her writing, Koppen observes that clothing is important in that it 
says “something about the multidimensionality of modern experience […] clothes, more than other 
everyday phenomenal objects and commodities, have a particular way of giving access to […] ontological 
and epistemological modalities as well as to connections and transformations between them” (2009: 68).  
In Hollander’s discussion of fashion in literature, she notes that many French novelists, including Balzac, 
Proust and Flaubert, “had an intense concern with dress as an integral part of self” (1993: 424). While, for 
Proust, Hollander continues, dress was a vehicle through which he could illustrate how “the texture and 
character of life” changes, for Baudelaire, dress was the means through which he could “make explicit the 
connection between the fugitive ephemeral beauty of contemporary clothing and its human universality” 
(1993: 425). Throughout explorations of the ways in which dress is represented and used in literature, 
focus generally falls on the relationship between fashion and self-hood, and between fashion and the 
changing fabric of social life. What is far less frequently acknowledged is the role fashion in literature 
plays in the construction of cultural identity. Representative of place, the literary portrayal of fashion no 
doubt has a significant influence upon the ways in which cultural and aesthetic identities of place are 
produced. The textual representation of fashion through language in literary texts, far from functioning in 
line with a system such as the one Barthes established, acts as allegory. The clothes tell us more than the 
words themselves do.  
   
2.2.2 Visual sartorial representation 
When discussing the visual representation of fashion one first thinks of fashion photography, and 
understandably so when we consider that, as Eugénie Shinkle notes, “photographic images play a key role 
in defining global fashion culture and in charting its discursive space” (2012: 1). The fashion photograph 
is fashion’s preeminent form of representation, the medium through which fashions are disseminated and 
through which everyday consumers can interact with the world of haute couture. Fashion photography is 
most commonly associated with the fashion publication, and with the attendant commercial enterprise of 
fashion as commodity. However, just as the textual representation of fashion exists in other forms, 
beyond the pages of the specific fashion publication, so too does the visual representation of fashion. Just 
as fashion is textually represented in the cultural art forms of literature and poetry, so too is fashion 
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represented on screen in film and television, those visual media through which cultural and aesthetic 
identities are produced, imagined, and perpetuated.  
 
The visual representation of fashion in images, whether as editorial, advertising or documentary 
photography, Shinkle notes, shares one distinctive trait, namely “their simultaneous placement within the 
artistic and commercial realms” (2012: 2). While these two realms may appear to be clearly demarcated, in 
relation to fashion they are in fact “shifting and highly permeable,” largely due to the fact that “the 
history of fashion photography is inseparable from that of fashion itself. Both are linked to the growth of 
capitalist economies and the development of mass markets” (Shinkle 2012: 2). Fashion and photography 
are ambivalently positioned at the nexus between artistic and commercial practice, just as they are also 
ambivalently located in relation to time. This ambivalent relationship of both fashion and photography to 
time contributes to the melancholia of both forms, precisely that which contributes to the deathly, ghostly 
quality of photography of which Cadava, Benjamin and Barthes all write. Susan Sontag also recognises the 
particularity of the relationship of photography to time when she writes: “All photographs are memento 
mori. To take a photograph is to participate in another person’s (or thing’s) mortality, vulnerability, 
mutability. Precisely by slicing out this moment and freezing it, all photographs testify to time’s relentless 
melt” (2005: 11; original emphasis). Sontag’s words, along with those of Barthes, André Bazin and Hal 
Foster, lead Evans to conclude that “fashion and photography share the generic quality of the memento 
mori by virtue of their specific relation to time” (2009: 18). Given this shared quality, Evans suggests that 
when the two elements come together in the genre of fashion photography their deathliness is 
exacerbated. She argues that, in the fashion photograph, the model is embalmed, her image held forever, 
“like a relic in a reliquary” (Evans 2009: 18).  
 
While Evans’s discussion focuses primarily upon the fashion photography of the 1990s, in which the 
content of the images revealed “[d]arker, time-bound models of beauty [and an] ‘aching melancholy’” 
(2009: 20-21), this deathly quality pervades fashion photography regardless of the period in which it falls, 
due simply to the convergence of fashion and photography. Interestingly, Evans notes, it is frequently 
assumed that, with the advent of new technologies that allow for the digitisation of photographic images, 
“fashion representation is freed […] from its simultaneous denial and reminder of death and decrepitude” 
(2009: 29). However, rather than being freed, fashion photography is merely bound by the conventions of 
the new technology. Evans writes that while “the digital photograph does not necessarily occupy the 
space of death that Barthes […] argued was the role of the analogue photograph in the modern period 
[…] the medium is re-invested with some of its original melancholy by the return of the body in ghostly 
traces and fragments in digital photographs, whether or not the digital image has a real body as its 
referent” (2009: 31). Digital photography, therefore, both complicates and expands upon the melancholia 
of the form. The digital technologies through which fashion photographs are taken and manipulated 
means that the contemporary fashion photograph “aspires to ‘truthfulness’ no more than fashion itself. 
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There is no ‘moment in time’ as the referent, the picture is made in the space of the camera and the 
computer and this gives a new meaning to the ‘vertigo of time defeated’” (Evans 2009: 29). Examining 
the representation of fashion in photography today requires attendance to this fact. The relationship 
between fashion and time is re-configured in the digital photograph in such a way as to take the image out 
of time and yet also to embed it within a sense of timelessness that is at once more deathly and more alive 
than before.     
 
While much of the discussion surrounding fashion and photography concerns fashion photography, it is 
important to also recognise how fashion is represented in photography that is not specifically fashion 
photography. Dress represented in photography that is not specifically fashion photography portrays a potent 
sense of melancholia. For example, in a particularly poignant passage in Barthes’ Camera Lucida, he writes 
of finding a photograph of his mother taken in 1913 and experiencing “a kind of stupefaction in seeing a 
familiar being dressed differently” (2000: 64; original emphasis). Seeing his mother dressed up in this 
photograph, “hat with feather, gloves, delicate linen at wrists and throat,” tells Barthes of his own 
nonexistence in the time that the photograph captures (2000: 64). Encountering his mother “caught in 
History,” and distracted by the accessories she wears, Barthes is not sure that he even recognises her (2000: 
64-65). The photograph, as evidence of the life of a loved one who has died, is already a haunted 
document, showing the image of a ghostly figure. And yet, when this beloved figure is dressed in such an 
unfamiliar manner the sense of haunting ghostliness is exacerbated. The magical quality of the 
photograph conveys the sense of loss crucial to melancholia. The way in which the beloved figure is 
dressed in the image merely serves to accentuate this melancholy quality. 
  
In another of Barthes’ descriptive passages he suggests precisely how fashion is represented through the 
medium of photography. First, he notes that since “the Photograph is pure contingency and can be 
nothing else (it is always something that is represented) – contrary to the text which, by the sudden action 
of a single word, can shift a sentence from description to reflection – it immediately yields up those 
‘details’ which constitute the very raw material of ethnological knowledge” (2000: 28; original emphasis). 
Such “details” include those of dress. The example Barthes employs is William Klein’s photograph, 
“Mayday, 1959,” featuring a group of eight figures during Mayday celebrations in Moscow. Barthes 
suggests that the photograph teaches him how Russians dress, writing:  
I note a boy’s big cloth cap, another’s necktie, an old woman’s scarf around her head, a youth’s 
haircut, etc. I can enter still further into such details, observing that many of the photographed 
[…] have long fingernails: an ethnographic question: how long were nails worn in a certain 
period? Photography can tell me this much better than painted portraits. It allows me to accede 
to an infra-knowledge; it supplies me with a collection of partial objects. (2000: 30; original 
emphasis).  
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In reading the dress represented in photography as such, Barthes points to the ways in which dress is 
indicative of both a moment in time and of a national style, representative of a particular aesthetic within 
a particular time and space. While photography only gives us access to partial objects, these partial objects 
can tell us much about time and place, for they represent something beyond the ephemerality of the 
moment and illustrate something larger. 
 
The ways in which fashion is represented in the visual art forms of film and television further attest to 
such arguments concerning fashion in photography. While dress in film and television is most often 
considered in terms of “costume,” much can be read of the ways in which cultural identity is constructed 
through considering such dress not strictly within the terms of costume but rather by considering it as the 
representation of fashion. Indeed, dress in film and in television, whilst frequently touted as historically 
accurate, is nevertheless an amalgam designed as a narrative dynamic. Just as dress in literature signifies a 
great many things and plays a great many functions, so too does dress on screen. Hollander remarks that 
in the 1974 film adaptation of The Great Gatsby, “the costumes were billed as historically correct, and 
believed to be so; but in reality they were chic and glossy, with only a few authentic references to the style 
of the 1920s and thrust into the foreground of a panorama of currently seductive luxury” (1993: 295). 
(Something similar could be said of the 2013 production, in which the style of the 1920s was liberally re-
interpreted through the trends that characterised the 2010s.) Thus, the dress represented on screen tells 
us just as much about the time in which the production was produced as it does about the time in which 
the story is set. Hollander continues, noting that for “centuries the public believed that the stage was the 
home of convention, not illusions; and when illusion was perfected, it quickly became conventionalised” 
(1993: 299). Fashion is, in and of itself, based upon illusion, mystique; concealing and revealing the body 
simultaneously in such a way as to portray a particular image. This same process is reflected in textual 
representation just as it is in the photography of fashion and in the representation of fashion in television 
and film.  
 
This research is not concerned with reading what may be deemed an “accurate” telling of history through 
dress represented on screen as precise or correct. Instead, it is interested in what the clothes that are 
represented tell us about the time and place in which they are portrayed. As Hollander remarks, in seeing 
clothes on screen “the pleasure of recognition is in the end more satisfying than the pleasure of seeing 
pure spectacle or of perceiving dramatic logic in stage clothes. That is one reason why the sense of history 
can be inauthentically but successfully conveyed without seeming ridiculous” (1993: 299). It is in 
recognising ourselves on screen (or in words) that we come to understand our place in the world. It is in 
recognising a familiar scene, in whatever mode it takes, that we learn of that which is unfamiliar, and what 
this sense of historical familiarity tells us about the identities with which we affiliate. It is in this manner 
that the dress of both textual and visual representation, beyond the conventional forms of fashion 
publication and photography, can illuminate aspects of cultural and aesthetic identity.      
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2.2.3 Modes of representation 
While the different mediums through which fashion is represented, in language or image, alter the ways in 
which we see dress, the different modes through which fashion is represented alter the ways in which we 
interpret dress in relation to the particular cultural and aesthetic narratives presented. In forms of cultural 
production such as literature, film, and television the representation of fashion functions in an oblique 
way, contributing to the construction of the aesthetic as much as to the story, contributing to the 
construction of the cultural narrative as much as to the identities portrayed. The ways in which dress and 
fashion are represented in the aesthetic production of a place are crucial to the construction of an 
understanding of that place. However, just as the photographic image is not a mimetic copy of the 
photographed object, so too are the representations of fashion and dress in cultural art forms such as 
literature and film not direct translations of the society they reflect. Just as the photograph and the 
photographed are characterised by disjunction, so too is the representation of a cultural moment.  
 
Writing of the translation of Benjamin’s work, Cadava notes that “in order to be faithful to what is 
translatable in the original, the translator must depart from it, must seek the realisation of his task in 
something other than the original itself” (1997: 15). No historical or cultural narrative is a direct 
translation of history or culture; it is but one interpretation of that narrative. Acknowledging the 
disjuncture between original and translation, photograph and photographed, culture and its 
representation, is crucial in order to recognise the ways in which different modes of representation 
contribute to different cultural narratives. The concept and language of melancholia allows for such 
disjuncture, allows for such ambivalence between original and translation. Melancholia is not invoked in 
order to classify a whole as homogenous. Rather, it is a frame through which to acknowledge difference. 
The fact that the structural form of fashion reflects the structure of melancholia, dependent upon this 
same sense of ambivalence, as well as a deep sense of loss, means that the representation of dress in 
cultural production provides a unique and dynamic lens through which to examine the production of 
varying cultural and historical narratives and national and aesthetic identities. While the eye may be, 
according to Hollander, “taught to see living clothed figures in the light of the image, and to believe what 
it sees” (2000:142), this research questions such authoritative fiction so as to illuminate the ambivalence 
inherent in all forms of representation. 
 
The question of national aesthetics is one that preoccupies numerous theorists both in fashion studies 
and in relation to other forms of cultural production. For example, in her examination of what makes 
Australian fashion and dress distinctively Australian, Jennifer Craik asks, “How do we define a style of 
dress or particular garments as distinctively national in character?” (2009: 410). Similarly, in her 
examination of the New Zealand fashion industry Maureen Molloy asks, “what is distinctive about recent 
New Zealand design and style?” (2004: 478). Such questions, while interesting, seem somewhat redundant 
when we consider that the melancholia of fashion is predicated on inherent instability and ambiguity. 
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Such questions can therefore be compared to those questions raised by Benjamin regarding whether 
photography can be considered art. Benjamin suggests that “much futile thought has been devoted to the 
question of whether photography is an art. The primary question – whether the very invention of 
photography had not transformed the entire nature of art – was not raised” (2007: 227). Rather than 
asking what a national aesthetic looks like, or how we might define a distinctive national style, the 
question of more significance here is: how do different modes of representation of dress and fashion 
contribute to the construction of different national narratives, narratives that contribute to the 
construction of different national cultural and aesthetic identities? Framing the enquiry in such a way 
recognises the ambiguities of identity that the representation of fashion illuminates, and that the 
melancholia of fashion ensures.   
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CHAPTER 3. 
Speaking of Lost Men: The Land of the Long Dark Cloud 
  
“The stories he had heard peopled the shades around him with a grim company of lost men, and intensified his sense of the 
haunting melancholy of those open wastes that he felt rather than saw in the darkness around him.” 
- Jane Mander, 1920 
 
Place is fundamental to the development of culture and aesthetic identity. Exploring the presence of an 
aesthetic of melancholia within the sartorial aesthetics of Aotearoa New Zealand is predicated on an 
understanding of this relationship between fashion and place, atmosphere and history. Thus, in this 
chapter, I mobilise the theoretical positions concerning melancholia and sartorial representation 
developed in the two previous chapters and apply them to an analysis of cultural history in Aotearoa New 
Zealand. Focusing on the “unsettled past,” peopled with the company of lost men (and women), this 
chapter establishes the relationship between culture and place as imperative within the production of 
formal culture and sartorial fashion. In this chapter, I situate fashion as an implicit rather than explicit 
feature within narratives of history and culture. However, while fashion may not be the direct focus, my 
understanding of New Zealand cultural identity as tied to notions of place and history nevertheless speaks 
of the products of culture and the formulation of particular aesthetics bound to historical experience. In 
reading the narratives of place in myth, scholarly text and creative literature, I demonstrate how place 
informs cultural identity and aesthetic. If we consider the fact that the landscape of a place is deeply 
influential to the art of that place then we may assume that the aesthetic represented in one form of art 
may in turn influence the aesthetic of another. Following this argument, the way in which melancholia is 
fashioned in the creative narratives of the history Aotearoa New Zealand must also be reflected in the 
sartorial aesthetics of Aotearoa New Zealand.    
 
This chapter focuses on the idea of what Jennifer Craik calls a “sense of place” and how this relates to the 
production of cultural identity and sartorial aesthetics (2009: 411). I understand a sense of place here as 
encompassing a number of elements.12 A sense of place is determined by its geographical location in the 
world (for Aotearoa New Zealand this location is defined by isolation, as an island nation situated in the 
South Pacific Ocean, far from any other landmass) and also by the distinctive landscape, characteristic 
environmental conditions and geological history. In addition, a sense of place is defined by the cultural 
                                               
12 While the conceptualisation of melancholia at the core of thesis is predicated on the existence of a fundamental 
dualism, a set of antitheses, an inherent sense of contrast and contradiction, the way in which the material landscape 
and the cultural production of place are considered is very different. Rather than conceptualising the physical and 
the cultural (and the attendant aesthetic) as binary poles, this work, in line with the “new materialism” of the late 
twentieth century, understands the two as integrated and related, reflective of one another. As Rick Dolphijn and 
Iris van der Tuin, following Henri Bergson (2004), put it, by “pushing modernist dualisms to an extreme,” new 
materialism pushes difference to the limit in order to make way for a new ontology, a “philosophy of difference” 
(2011: 386). Positioning the natural and the cultural, the physical and the aesthetic, as connected rather than divided 
opens the way for discussions of the aesthetic of place, and the continued determination of cultural identity.    
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meanings that these conditions come to assume, based on perceptions of them by both domestic and 
international audiences. As Doreen Massey notes, places are “open and porous networks of social 
relations […] their ‘identities’ are constructed through the specificity of their interaction with other places 
rather than their counterposition to them” (1999: 121). The conditions that determine a particular sense 
of place are thus constructed by the social relations within that place, and the cultural meanings that are 
assigned to apparently distinctive national characteristics, including elements of environment and 
landscape. As Fred Davis (1992) argued, the past becomes integral to collective identities in the present. 
That is, perceptions of who we were influence understandings of who we are. Constructing a sense of 
present “truth” or meaning involves a process of constructing (and reconstructing) some kind of 
“authentic” past.  
 
Considering the ways in which historical narratives are shaped, and how such narratives inform cultural 
identity is important because, as Susan Kaiser suggests, “nations, like fashions, are made, not born. 
Fashion, like nation, requires imagination and fosters a sense of identification. Subject formation is 
inextricably linked to the processes of creating and re-creating both nation and fashion. And power 
relations are involved in the making of both subjects and nations” (2012: 52). It is interesting to note that 
Kaiser aligns the construction of the nation to the construction of fashion. Benedict Anderson remarks 
that while nations – as well as their attendant nationalisms – are certainly “notoriously difficult to define, 
let alone analyse,” they are, nevertheless, “cultural artefacts of a particular kind” (2006: 3-4). Fashion too 
is a cultural artefact, both in terms of its material object-hood and its representation. Fashion also 
contributes to the construction of nationhood; just as national identities contribute to the construction of 
fashion. Given my understanding of the ‘nation’ in terms of Anderson’s concept of an imagined community, 
in this chapter I examine the historical narratives that inform the idea of the “imagined” nation so as to 
explore the ways in which sartorial aesthetics function within the fashioning of national, cultural identity. 
I am interested not in discovering a particular, singularly identifiable New Zealand cultural identity but in 
analysing the ways in which cultural identity is informed by the shifting form of history over time and the 
role cultural artefacts play in this process of national imagining.   
 
3.1 Under the Clouds 
 
The history of Aotearoa New Zealand is deeply unsettled, not only geologically and socially but also in 
terms of the unsettled nature of the account of historical development that informs understandings of 
cultural history. The country has two names: Aotearoa, which translates literally to “the land of the long 
white cloud” in te reo Māori, and New Zealand, originally Nieuw Zeeland, the name given to the land by a 
Dutch map maker following its “discovery” by explorer Abel Janszoon Tasman in 1642. The country has 
two main islands: the North, known by many different Māori names, the official one of which is Te Ika a 
Maui, meaning “the fish of Maui,” and the South, or Te Wai Pounamu, “the waters of greenstone.” The 
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country has two main groups of peoples: indigenous Māori and European settler Pākehā (as well as large 
populations of Pacifika peoples and immigrants from other parts of the world). The country has two 
main languages: te reo Māori and English. While culturally the country is largely carved into two parts 
(represented in bi-cultural government policy, despite the multi-cultural population), the narratives 
surrounding these cultural differences are many, contrasting and contradictory. The same moment in 
history is recounted in numerous different ways, represented from numerous perspectives. These 
narrative accounts point to different aspects of national cultural identity, reflected in different forms of 
cultural representation. The unsettled nature of this narrative and its various forms of cultural identity 
reflects the unsettled history of the place and its peoples. Regardless of the different narratives that 
abound, the country of Aotearoa New Zealand lies under the clouds of the South Pacific, long white 
clouds and long dark clouds, clouds, I argue, that include the elements of unease and melancholia.  
 
Considering the histories of Aotearoa New Zealand through the concept of melancholia allows for 
attendance to the ambivalent nature of these histories, and makes it possible to account for the 
significance of unsettlement in the construction, indeed the imagining, of national cultural identities. 
Aotearoa New Zealand is most frequently portrayed as a clear coastal heaven, a land of metaphorical milk 
and honey, and, in more contemporary depictions, as a winter wonderland, a place of adventure, and of 
sheep and hobbits. These representations are in many ways accurate. However, there is also the presence 
of a darker, more foreboding sense of New Zealand identity that lurks beneath the surface of this picture-
perfect pastoral paradise; a dark presence that also pervades much of New Zealand’s cultural production.  
  
In this section, I consider the environmental and the social unease that characterises the history of this 
place, as well as the ways in which this history has been represented in art and mythology. The geological, 
seismic and social instability of this place has lent Aotearoa New Zealand the popular appellation: the 
“shaky isles.” Doris de Pont remarks that “both the 1848 Marlborough earthquake and the 1886 
Tarawera eruption […] permanently changed [New Zealand’s] physical landscape” (2012: 15), and 
certainly, the history of geological and seismic activity has had a profound effect on the unsettled cultural 
and aesthetic identities of the country. The social history of the country has also been marked by unease. 
This unsettled history is characterised by ambivalence and loss. Whether the loss of land in earthquakes 
or colonial settlement, the loss of people, in war or re-settlement, or the loss of culture through the 
processes of colonialism itself, the landscape and its people are bound by loss, and the stories of these 
experiences are woven with contrast and contradiction.  
 
3.1.1 The shaky isles  
The landscape of Aotearoa New Zealand is one of contrasts, as profoundly beautiful as it is dangerously 
wild. It is a land of rugged coastlines and vast alpine ranges. It is a land of calm and temperate valleys, and 
wide and angry rivers. The islands of Aotearoa New Zealand also lie at the edge of both the Australian 
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and Pacific tectonic plates, a boundary which includes the Alpine Fault. The shifting of these plates is 
responsible for the great stretch of the Southern Alps; they have wrought numerous devastating 
earthquakes, and contributed to the eruption of many volcanoes. These tectonic plates are responsible for 
the some of the most dramatic disasters in the history of the country. This dynamic, unstable landscape is 
particularly attuned to melancholia, characterised by the existence of sharp contradictions, as well as the 
deep losses that such dramatic upheavals generate. The physicality of place, what Craik calls the “sense of 
place,” is linked to the identity of that place. As such, these “shaky isles” are central to the construction, 
the imagining, of the unsettled cultural identity of Aotearoa New Zealand. If the landscape is punctuated 
by melancholia, then this melancholia, bound in deep ambiguity and a profound sense of loss, is also 
reflected in the cultural identity of the place.  
 
Colonial settlers first felt the physical effects of these uneasy tectonic plates in 1848, when a strong quake 
wrought damage throughout the Marlborough landscape. In 1855, the shaking of the isles was felt again, 
this time in a quake that “almost destroyed the fledgling town of Wellington” (King 2003: 352). While 
these quakes caused phenomenal upheaval, it was the Hawke’s Bay quake of 3 February 1931 that most 
severely shook the North Island. Occurring during the Depression it was a final catastrophe in an already 
fragile stage in New Zealand history. As survivor of the quake Dorothy Campbell described: 
[We] were thrown on the ground & there we were with it heaving up & down like the waves of 
the sea & roaring & crashing & banging, so much so that we literally could not hear the chimneys 
come down or the crockery breaking… We were facing the sea & I saw an island jump… about 
fifteen feet out… and at the same time a reef of rocks which I had never seen before appear 
between the island and the mainland. (quoted in King 2003: 352-353).   
The quake left the cities of Napier and Hastings in ruins and 256 people dead, making it “the worst 
human disaster in the country’s history” (King 2003: 353). Following this quake, the plates moved only 
minimally, until September 2010, when a 7.1 magnitude quake hit the South Island city of Christchurch. 
While this quake, striking at 4:35am, caused no deaths and little visible damage to the city, it effected 
significant structural harm that was only realised when the most severe aftershock struck at 12:51pm on 
22 February 2011. This quake was a 6.3 magnitude but the damage caused by the 2010 quake meant that 
the city was now on fragile foundations, more likely to fall with even the slightest tremor. The hidden 
damage of the 2010 quake had lain in wait under the surface of the city for the duration of the sparkling 
summer. The months between these two quakes exemplify the melancholia of this landscape; destruction 
was imminent, yet obscured. The landscape was bound by the contrasting poles of melancholia: the 
steady surface and the uneasy depths. Loss became palpable when the ambivalent earth began to shake.      
 
The 2011 quake was devastating. The city of Christchurch was destroyed and 185 people were killed. In 
her poignant account of the event, witnessed from her home in Brisbane, communications scholar (and 
New Zealander) Donna F. Henson wrote: “Buildings and bodies lie broken; multistoried corporate 
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quarters pancaked in scenes of devastation. Souls lost. Lost souls walk ruined streets. Fear and fragility 
writ large on the faces of victims and heroes. The clocks have stopped in these shaky isles. My shaky isles. 
New Zealand. Godzone. God’s own. God’s. Alone” (2011: 820). Recording her emotional response, 
Henson notes that she felt “at once strangely distanced and distant” and yet this feeling of distance did 
not lessen her experience of both mourning and melancholy. She writes:  
Compelled and repelled. Implicit in this dialectical tension are tangled desires for information and 
confirmation, of validation and obligation. I’m torn between too much information and not 
enough. These disasters, all three [she also writes of the 2011 Queensland floods and Cyclone 
Yasi], strike close to the heart. To my home. Close in a way that I haven’t experienced before. 
Close in geography, proximity. Close in a way that hurts. (2011: 820; original emphasis) 
Henson also recounts the losses experienced by her friends in Christchurch, people who lost everything, 
“their homes, possessions, friends” (2011: 820). She even writes of the cat who was “so traumatized by 
constant earth trembling that he’s since emigrated to Australia” (2011: 820). The stories Henson writes of, 
however, are not individual ones. Nor are the losses borne alone. Rather, they are collective. The loss 
defines the experience and contributes to our sense of self, as well as to our sense of nationhood and 
identity. The quake left buildings crushed, bodies lost, families displaced; it took its toll on the whole 
country, the whole nation, leaving the entire population shaken. As Henson puts it: 
And so, your disaster story is mine. Your story – your meaning – connects you to me. […] 
Seismic repetition, radiating from the epicentre of our own disaster. Tremors, rippling in waves 
of newfound violence, enacted on hearts, minds, and lives. These aftershocks that break and 
remake our hearts, our selves, in newfound configurations that leave us barely recognisable. 
(2011: 821-822) 
The loss is known, in that we mourn those lost men and women and that lost city, but the loss is also 
unknown. The experience evokes a deep melancholy for all that could have been, and all that never will 
be. The loss felt by one is felt by all. The nation weeps with the loss, the trauma, the devastation.  
 
These tumultuous tectonic plates result in geological instability and destructive earthquakes. They are also 
responsible for seismic unease and volcanic instability. Perhaps the most cataclysmic of environmental 
events to occur in the history of Aotearoa New Zealand was the eruption of the Taupo rhyolitic vent, 
(better known as the North Island’s Lake Taupo) shortly before the arrival of first human contact.13 The 
most destructive eruption recorded to have occurred in the peopled history of Aotearoa New Zealand 
was the 10 June 1886 eruption of Mount Tarawera. Not only did the eruption of Mount Tarawera destroy 
the lives and homes of many, but the volcanic ash and lava also decimated the most mythical and widely 
                                               
13 This explosion was “possibly the most powerful and destructive anywhere on Earth in the last 5000 years” (King 
2003: 17). There are reports from around the world of dramatic celestial displays – “a Roman document, the Historia 
Augusta […] reports that some time before the Deserters’ War (186 AD) the sky was seen to ‘burst into flame.’ 
Another historian of the Roman era, Herodian, lists strange portents seen in the reign of Emperor Commodus (180-
192 AD): ‘Stars remained visible by day, and other became elongated, seeming to hang in mid-air” (King 2003: 17) – 
and these have long been attributed (although responsibility has never been confirmed) to the eruption of Taupo. 
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fabled part of the New Zealand landscape – the Pink and White Terraces, The Eighth Wonder of the 
World. Sarah Treadwell writes: “Mount Tarawera blew apart and its extremely violent eruption spread 
layers of debris and ash across the surrounding district. Lives were lost, buildings burned and the delicate 
formations, the rose, blue, and turquoise tints of the Pink and White Terraces vanished. The loss was 
keenly felt” (2010: 278). The effect of these “keenly felt” losses on the culture of the country cannot be 
discounted. Not only were lives and buildings lost, but so too was this mythical landscape. In their ruin, 
the terraces became immortally revered. The sense of loss felt in response to the destruction of people or 
places such as the Pink and White Terraces permeates the experiences and representations of history, and 
as such, permeates the construction of cultural identities in relation to such history.      
 
The volcanic environment of the North Island remains unsettled and unpredictable. The city of Rotorua 
is built on land pocked by the sulphuric geysers of geothermal activity. In 1904, environmentalist John 
Muir wrote of his encounter with this curious environment, describing the “desolate shore reeking with 
boiling and spluttering springs and steam jets, over which the boat was allowed to dance and thump” 
(quoted in Chalmers 2011: 114). Today, tourists flock to Rotorua to see the strange environment, to smell 
the sulfuric stench, and to witness the mud bubbling up from the ground, the steam emerging from the 
bracken-covered, otherworldly landscape. The status of Rotorua as a tourist destination is interesting. 
John Urry and Jonas Larsen remark upon the ways in which the “tourist gaze” contributes to the 
production of a certain imaginary. In terms of Rotorua, it is clear that tourism imagery greatly influences 
the way in which the city is conceived of in the domestic imagination. Urry and Larsen note that because 
of the importance “of the visual, of the gaze, tourism has always been concerned with spectacle and with 
cultural practices which partly implode into each other” (2011: 100). In privileging the spectacle for the 
purposes of the tourist gaze, the deep significance of place and cultural heritage are often lost, or 
overlooked, in the process of transforming experience into a neatly packaged product.  
 
In the context of Rotorua, the rich social and cultural histories are frequently re-imagined as stereotyped 
performance. The place and its people become an object to be, literally, gazed upon. The “tourist gaze” 
influences the ways in which Rotorua is conceived. It also plays a crucial role in the ways in which New 
Zealand as a whole portrays itself to an international audience, and the ways in which such portrayals are 
reflected back into the eyes of the domestic audience constructing cultural identity. As Alfio Leotta 
remarks, “discourses of film, tourism and colonialism cannot be separated from each other as the 
construction of national identity is inextricably linked to the shared imagining of the land as a tourist 
commodity. In particular, the tragedy that is at the centre of all these narratives disguises a deep settler 
anxiety in relation to an alien environment, which is at once appealing and hostile” (2012: 440). While the 
remarkable landscape of Aotearoa New Zealand’s shaky isles is the primary aspect of the country’s tourism 
campaigns, the ways in which this landscape contributes to the cultural identity of the place is far more 
complex than the simple tourism spectacle accounts for.  
	 85 
The shaky isles are in fact indicative of the unsettled, melancholy nature of the cultural and aesthetic 
identities of Aotearoa New Zealand. A “sense of place” is predicated in different locations by way of 
different landscapes and environmental histories, and these different histories hold bearing on the ways in 
which life is experienced and imagined as part of the national, cultural narrative in these different places. 
In the context of Aotearoa New Zealand, the particularities of place contribute a sense of melancholia 
within the cultural identity in that the unsettled environment reflects an unsettled past that informs an 
unsettled culture. This sense of unsettlement is bound in ambiguity and loss. The instability of fault lines 
contributes to the shaking of the land. The shaking of the isles demonstrates the instability of the calm 
and the likelihood of tumult; the potential for destruction lurks beneath the surface. The two aspects of 
this landscape, on the one hand, a beautiful awe-inspiring expanse, on the other, a tortured, tumultuous 
land of unease, feature as the two antitheses of melancholia. Ilit Ferber remarks that in melancholia “the 
relationship between two antitheses is at stake, and […] the border between them is rendered indistinct” 
(2013: 73). Certainly, in Aotearoa New Zealand the border between ease and unease is indistinct, blurred. 
This sense of threat below the surface of the natural landscape evokes in the New Zealand imaginary a 
mythology of haunting, as though it is ghosts who control the unsettled environment and determine the 
instability of the land. The shaking of the isles brings the ghosts of social history to the surface and 
demands that they be recognised in the development of cultural identity.  
 
There is a trenchant, albeit well-disguised (the idyllic portrayal of New Zealand is certainly effective), fear 
of the next disaster, the unknown future quake or eruption that may destroy another city, devastate the 
people again. According to William J. Schafer, the belief in the hauntedness of the landscape is shared by 
Māori and Pākehā, who both have “the sense that Aotearoa New Zealand is a land of sinister and unseen 
forces, of imminent (and immanent) threat, of the undead or revenant spirits” (1998: 137). The shaky isles 
are filled with the memories of lost men and women; they are imbued with a sense of ambivalence, in that 
one never knows when disaster may strike. Schafer suggests that many cultures pass through a period of 
hauntedness in the process of self-definition, noting that “one way to gain historical rootedness in other 
than an abstract, intellectual way is to feel that the past is a horror waiting to reinvade the present. If you 
feel raw, young, unformed, lacking in historical status, a way to gain stature is to acquire suitably ancient 
ghosts” (1998: 137). In Aotearoa New Zealand, however, this sense of haunting is not merely a means 
through which to gain historical rootedness. Rather, this hauntedness, this unease and instability, imbues the 
landscape so deeply that it cannot help but imbue the cultural identity of the place.   
 
3.1.2 The haunted idyll   
The unsettled history of this place undoubtedly plays a significant role in the representation of place in art 
and in sartorial aesthetics. One of the most distinctive ways through which this aesthetic is produced is 
through the use of darkness and black to depict a sense of melancholy unease. As David Craig remarks, 
“across the cultural and historical landscape […] there are plenty of dark myths” (2005: 21). Ian Conrich 
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reiterates this point, suggesting that, in contrast to the images of New Zealand as a “pastoral paradise” 
there is also a powerful gothic presence, a sense of dark threat, of the great unknown (2012: 393). The 
presence of two contrasting narratives is, in itself, a recurring theme in the history, the narratives, and the 
representation of cultural identity in Aotearoa New Zealand. The sense of contrast and ambiguity is 
recognisable in the unstable environment, which oscillates between calm and destruction, and 
representations of New Zealand culture, which tell opposing stories of a pastoral paradise on the one hand, 
and a dark and ghostly culture on the other. As such, Aotearoa New Zealand can be imagined as a haunted 
idyll, with a strand of cultural identity bound by melancholia, both ambivalence and loss.14    
 
Much has been written concerning the gothic quality of New Zealand cultural production. Craig writes of 
“Taranaki Gothic,” Conrich observes a “New Zealand Gothic,” and Schafer remarks upon the “Aotearoa 
Gothic.” While identifying the presence of darkness and a sense of contrast in New Zealand cultural 
production as “gothic” is understandable, given that much of this cultural production fits the description 
of the gothic mode as “a slapstick style progressively undercut by a growing sense of desperation and a 
heightened sense of threat” (Perry 1994: 76), the distinctiveness of New Zealand culture and identity is 
far more complex than the “gothic” appellation allows for. The application of gothic terminology, 
reflective of a particular style of primarily English and American texts, to the context of Aotearoa New 
Zealand denies the existence of an indigenous cultural heritage that symbolises something other than a 
gothic presence. In fact, as Conrich rightly points out, the “Gothic is a term that does not sit comfortably 
with Maori spiritualism and beliefs, and therefore whilst hauntings appear [in Maori texts] to describe 
[them] as Maori Gothic would be inappropriate” (2012: 405). In order to account for the complexity of 
New Zealand cultural identity, an identity and heritage that includes both Māori and Pākehā, a more 
inclusive term must be invoked. The concept of melancholia is such a term. Describing the undercurrent 
of cultural identity in Aotearoa New Zealand by way of melancholia acknowledges the significance of 
contrast and contradiction, as well as loss. It also acknowledges the simultaneous presence of Māori and 
Pākehā heritage, beliefs, and forms of cultural identification. A sense of melancholia is thus far more 
inclusive than is a pre-determined sense of the gothic. 
 
One of the two predominant ways in which the cultural identity of Aotearoa New Zealand is represented 
is through the language of heaven-on-earth. For example, in her chronicle of station life in New Zealand in 
the 1860s, Lady Mary Anne Barker describes her first encounter with Aotearoa New Zealand thus: “It 
was a true New Zealand day, still and bright, a delicious invigorating freshness in the air, without the least 
chill, the sky of a more than Italian blue, the ranges of mountains in the distance covered with snow, and 
standing out, sharp and clear against this lovely glowing heaven” (2010: 14). Robin Hyde used similar 
                                               
14 Interestingly, Benjamin notes that Baudelaire wrote of Paris as a “death-fraught idyll” (2006: 41). The Paris of 
Baudelaire’s poetry, Benjamin remarks, “is a sunken city, and more submarine than subterranean” (2006: 41). The 
modernity of Baudelaire’s Paris functions as a spleen, fracturing the ideal. As such, this Parisian imaginary is one of 
ambiguity, a dream image similar to the imagined image of Aotearoa New Zealand, the pastoral paradise fractured 
by a deep ghostly presence.  
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language when, in her novel The Godwits Fly, she depicts an afternoon at the beach in Wellington, writing 
that “the water is marled, pale and transparent, full of thready green veins like those in jade. […] Day’s 
Bay sand is smooth and warm, honeycombed with tiny airholes in which hide the blue crabs” (1970: 114). 
The day is warm and scented; the air is fresh and bright. New Zealand is depicted in these texts, across 
time, as a place of renewal and great beauty.  
 
Such representations (and there are many) perpetuate the conception of Aotearoa New Zealand as a 
pastoral paradise, a coastal heaven, a land of metaphorical milk and honey (the literal food basket for 
Britain, providing a great source of, among other things, butter, lamb and wool). More contemporary 
representations, especially in the marketing of Aotearoa New Zealand, depict the country as a winter 
wonderland, a place of adventure, and of sheep and hobbits. Recent cinematic representations make use 
of a particular “kiwi humour” to portray the place and its culture with wit and comedy. The words “clean, 
green and 100% Pure” continue to dominate the tourist imagination, and international perceptions of the 
country. In contrast to these depictions, a simultaneous strand of representation portrays Aotearoa New 
Zealand in terms dominated by a gloomy lack of colour and a dark and haunted emptiness. In fact, many 
examples of New Zealand art that use the tropes of beauty, humour and purity are punctuated with a 
poignant darkness. Recent series such as Flight of the Conchords (2007-2009) and films such as Boy (2010), 
What we do in the shadows (2014), and Hunt for the Wilderpeople (2016) have been praised for their unique 
humour. However, these films, much like the nineteenth century writing of Lady Barker and the work of 
authors such as Hyde in the twentieth century, also contain a darkness beneath the surface splendour or 
eccentricity. These films represent a distinctive black humour, a recognisable quality in the history of New 
Zealand art (see films such as Goodbye Pork Pie (1981) and characters such as Fred Dagg). The complexity 
of this aesthetic contrast between humour or beauty on one hand and a sense of unease or disquiet on the 
other is reflected in the very landscape of the place. Not only does New Zealand have broad golden 
beaches, upon which laps clear blue water – the likes of which Hyde writes of – but it also has volcanic 
black sand beaches, some of which bubble with hot water. Such contradictions reflect the deeper 
contrasts upon which the cultural and aesthetic identities of Aotearoa New Zealand are built.       
 
Writing of the inherent contradiction within the paradoxical nature of the New Zealand imaginary, 
Conrich observes that “the myths of New Zealand have presented a country that is clean and green, an 
environment of tranquillity and harmony, a principle landscape offering security and sanctuary. […] In 
contrast, New Zealand fiction, its literature and film, has repeatedly portrayed spaces of isolation, loss and 
despair, of a rugged, wild, and treacherous land that can assail and entrap” (2012: 394). Films such as 
Heavenly Creatures (1994) and In my Father’s Den (2004) epitomise on screen the sense of isolation and loss 
Conrich perceives. Novels such as Jane Mander’s 1920 The Story of a New Zealand River and Keri Hulme’s 
1984 Booker Prize-winning The Bone People are similarly indicative of this sense of despair and foreboding.  
The very first pages of Mander’s text evoke a deep sense of isolation, a palpable dampness and a sombre 
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loneliness. She writes: “The wharf, the punt, and the two men looked as if they had been dropped from 
the clouds into the depths of that remote ravine. There seemed to be no way in and no way out” (1920: 
9). This sense of remote desolation is further exacerbated when Mander continues, “everywhere there was 
a vibrating silence, a terribly lonely silence, but rarely broken by the note of a singing bird” (1920: 15).  
 
This same deep loneliness is evoked in Hulme’s The Bone People, a book regularly lauded for its authentic 
“New Zealandness” (Mercer 2009). Of protagonist Kerewin, Hulme writes: “She plays her guitar 
infrequently, and the music is always dispirited and sad. It has the kind of loneliness behind it that haunts 
old graves. Forgotten, dead, gone… she knows a lot about that music” (1986: 385). The darkness of the 
novel was clearly perceived by poet and novelist C. K. Stead, who recognised “‘something black and 
negative’ about the bone people’s imaginative fabric” (quoted in Mercer 2009: 113). The trauma and horror 
of the text make it deeply unsettling. Despite the vast differences between the stories told in films such as 
Heavenly Creatures and In my Father’s Den and novels such as The Story of a New Zealand River and The Bone 
People all include the melancholy qualities of ambivalence and loss, as well as evoking the sense of 
foreboding, unease and haunting. While these qualities characterise much of New Zealand’s cultural 
production, I do not mean to say that all New Zealand art is melancholy. Rather, the concept of 
melancholia provides a lens through which we can recognise the connections between place and art in 
this context.  
 
The contrasting ways in which Aotearoa New Zealand is experienced and represented has been 
recognised by many, all of whom understand this particularly paradoxical, melancholy cultural identity to 
be unique. For example, author Paul Cleave writes of the significance of Christchurch as a place of 
contrast and contradiction, noting: “Christchurch is a great setting for crime – it has two sides to it, 
there’s the picture perfect setting you see on postcards everywhere, but there’s also a dark, Gotham City 
feel […] the main character often muses that ‘Christchurch is broken’” (quoted in Conrich, 2012: 401). 
Despite the fact that, as Robert Leonard suggests, “Christchurch fancies itself to be the Garden City, as if 
discontent with this image, edgy Cantabrians are forever citing the Parker-Hume murder (celebrated in 
Peter Jackson’s 1994 film Heavenly Creatures), their weird sects, immigrant bashing and crèche child-abuse 
scandals” (2008: 95). Curator Peter Vangioni also recognises the duality of Christchurch, noting that it is: 
A picturesque city in appearance on the surface, but scratch away at the soil of most of the 
gardens and you will discover beneath the roses and daffodils a dull and dank layer of blue-grey 
clay. A stark reminder that the majority of Christchurch is built on what was once a large area of 
swampland. […] If you dig deep enough, the clay becomes thick and heavy with a pungent earthy 
odour hinting at the dark, subterranean environment it occupies. In the hand its texture and 
coldness seems a little sinister, a cemetery of forests. (quoted in Conrich 2012: 395) 
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These descriptions of Christchurch as a deeply haunted city have become all the more poignant given that 
they were uttered prior to the devastating earthquake of 2011, which ripped apart the picturesque surface 
of the city to reveal the sinister forces below. Christchurch is broken, literally.   
 
The dichotomy between the “roses and daffodils” on the surface and the “dull and dank blue-grey clay” 
beneath is indicative of the contradictory elements of melancholia. While many things possess 
contradictory qualities, the way in which the beauty of the garden is contrasted with the sinister cemetery 
of forests below in this passage speaks particularly of the melancholy sensibility. The roses and daffodils 
are alive, growing and blooming, yet beneath the surface resides the evidence of death and decay. The 
surface is “picturesque,” yet the “subterranean” depths are dark. The black soil lacks light; the heavy layer 
of earth is a life source, yet it also functions as a reminder of death, destruction, and loss. This depiction 
directly recalls an early poem by James K. Baxter, O Wind Blowing (1943), in which he writes of “lying 
under ‘the sodden pines’ listening to ‘quiet death speaking’ with ‘Inexpressibly mournful’ voice in the 
sound of wind and sea, while at his feet ‘among the rotted needles’ he sees hyacinths blooming” (quoted 
in Simpson 1995: 170). Baxter’s representation of the juxtaposition between decay and life, the dank 
rotting ground with the bright, living flowers is similarly indicative of the elements of melancholia. Not 
only is this portrayal one of contrast, it is also an image of loss. The evidence of decay in the rotting needles 
demands that we acknowledge the fleeting blooming of the hyacinths, the roses and the daffodils, and 
recognise that these bright flowers will soon be lost, will soon be rotting beneath our feet.  
 
3.1.3 The lost dawn 
The sense of ambivalence and loss within the cultural production of Aotearoa New Zealand is frequently 
embodied in the figure of the ghost, the liminal figure who haunts both historical narratives and textual 
and visual representations of this place. The ghost, as noted in chapter two, is a significant cultural form, 
representative of the ambivalence of time and the space between life and death. The ghost is also a 
distinctive feature of the New Zealand imaginary, imbedded in a belief, shared by both Māori and Pākehā, 
of the hauntedness of the landscape. As Schafer remarks, the “legacy of the ancient gaudy ghosts – of 
persons, of ideas, of events – [contributes to] a sense of unease, dread, and anxiety under the smooth skin 
of New Zealand’s literature and culture” (1998: 148). While Schafer attributes this “sense of unease, 
dread, and anxiety” to “Aotearoa Gothic,” the larger significance of this condition can be seen to 
contribute to the sense of melancholia within New Zealand’s cultural and aesthetic identity.  
 
These sense of haunting and loss in New Zealand cultural production is explored by Sam Neill in relation 
to film in his 1995 documentary, Cinema of Unease. As Schafer observes, Neill “describes the alienating 
empty landscape hinting at unseen horrors. The characteristic New Zealand cinematic (and literary) effect 
Neill catalogs is that of uncanny suspense – the instant before the ghost appears or the ectoplasm 
materializes” (1998: 137). In Freudian terms, writes Schafer, the uncanny, “in the sense of ghostly, horrific, 
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terrifying, is built into the understanding of place – especially a new place, a fantastic place, a place met in 
dreamlike conditions’ (1998: 141). Schafer suggests that “the uncanny experience – that is, creation of a 
haunted landscape, a geography that admits the existence of ancient terror – is one instrument for 
building a national or cultural identity” (1998: 142). Similarly, Erin Mercer notes that the liminality of such 
depictions (which she contends is crucial to the gothic mode) “means that depictions of a haunting past 
are intimately, often uncannily, connected with a recognisable depiction of modern social reality, clearly a 
valuable attribute for writers [or film makers] dealing with the continuing process of decolonisation” 
(2009: 113). While the uncanny is not a necessary dynamic of melancholia, the two do have an interesting 
relationship. The uncanny, as noted in the introduction to this thesis, is an attendant and revealing feature 
of melancholia. The uncanny points to that which is unfamiliar, which simultaneously recalls the loss of 
the familiar. The uncanny experience is an ambivalent one, bound in contrast; it is also a liminal one, 
existing in the space between the familiar and the unfamiliar. Thus, like the ghost who exemplifies 
liminality, the uncanny is indicative of the ambivalence of melancholia.   
 
The ghost, whether explicitly depicted or merely alluded to through the sense of a deep haunting, is a 
frequently recurring figure within the cultural production of Aotearoa New Zealand. For example, in The 
Bone People, as Kerewin is suffering, close to death, Hulme writes: “It was that hour before dawn when 
souls are least attached to bodies. When kehua [ghosts] roam. When, particularly if the tide is going out, 
old people slip easily away from deathbeds. The eery hour when dreams are real” (Hulme 1986: 519). The 
ghosts are an accepted, recognised feature of the landscape and the place. They roam in the moments 
before dawn, in that liminal time, like midnight, in which souls are lost and dreams are found. In Patricia 
Grace’s haunting novel Baby No-Eyes (1998), Baby, recognisable by way of the dark holes in her head, 
where her eyes were stolen, becomes the ghostly companion of Tawera, her brother born four years after 
her death. Throughout the narrative, Michelle Keown notes, Baby “appears variously as a figment of 
Tawera’s imagination, a literary device, and a palpable spiritual entity. […] Baby’s posthumous presence 
functions as a floating signifier, shifting between different functions as the text progresses” (2002: 89). As 
such, Keown continues, “Baby occupies a liminal position between corporeal and spiritual worlds” (2002: 
89). Baby is indicative of loss, both the loss she experienced, having her eyes removed, and the loss her 
family experienced, in losing her, but also the cultural losses of which Baby, and her lost eyes, stand for.  
  
This sense of loss does not only permeate recent works of cultural production. Early examples of New 
Zealand textual and visual representation are similarly bound with loss. For example, the epigraph at the 
head of this chapter, taken from Mander’s 1920 novel reads: “The stories he had heard peopled the 
shades around him with a grim company of lost men” (1920: 317). Lady Barker’s 1870s texts too, despite 
describing the beauty of the landscape and the excitement of station life, are brimming with loss. Barker 
writes of the loss of her tiny infant son, describing the “perfect agony of grief” the death elicits in her 
husband, and of how strange and sad it seems that “this little house in a distant, lonely spot, no sooner 
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becomes a home than it is baptized, as it were, with tears” (2010b: 34). She also writes of the loss of 
almost an entire flock of sheep in a tragic snowstorm. Depicting one small sight among the wretched 
scene, Barker writes of two fine young ewes who were “standing leaning against each other in a sloping 
position, like a tent, frozen and immoveable: between them, quite dry, and as lively as a kitten, was a dear 
little lamb of about a month old belonging to one; the other lamb of the other lay curled up at her feet, 
dead and cold; […] A more pathetic sight I never beheld” (2010b: 101). While this loss is physical, 
connected to the environmental conditions and the reality of station life, the nearness of – and potential 
for – loss permeates the entirety of the text.  
 
Despite the fact that, as Jennifer Lawn suggests, “Maori have achieved a greater familiarity with their dead 
than Pakeha” (2002: 47). And that Schafer remarks that “in a sense, Maori are always haunted by the 
dead” (1998: 146), it is clear that the sense of haunting and the presence of loss within the identities and 
aesthetics of both Māori and Pākehā cultural production prevails. Schafer suggests that the acquisition of 
“suitably ancient ghosts” is one way through which to give historical status to the identity of a new, young 
place. While for Māori the ghosts of the ancestors are present in the everyday, central to Māori belief and 
spirituality, for Pākehā these ghosts have been adopted in order to give rootedness to the experiences of 
colonial settlement. The ghost is an important symbol for both Māori and Pākehā. As Mercer writes, the 
ghost acts to “reify a project of identity construction far from unambiguous and far from complete” 
(2009: 115). For instance, in The Bone People, while “Hulme’s depiction of Maori spiritual beliefs certainly 
implies the centrality of Maori tradition in Aotearoa New Zealand […] the ghostly presence of those 
erased by the colonial project also acts as a reification of traumatic history” (Mercer 2009: 112). The 
ghost, therefore, plays multiple roles. It speaks of loss, of liminality, and of paradox. It also functions as 
an indicator of trauma, a reminder of the past, as a figure of the present who embodies the experiences 
that have contributed to contemporary identities. The fact that Aotearoa New Zealand is replete with 
ghostly figures aligns the place ever more closely to melancholia, to a sense of loss and a deep sense of 
contrast. The landscape of Aotearoa New Zealand profoundly unsettled, intensely contradictory and so 
too is the social history, the past peopled with lost men and women, and the ghosts of those lost, 
unsettled, dark, and melancholy.   
  
3.2 Along the fault lines 
 
The shaky geological landscape is not the only point of instability in the historical narratives of Aotearoa 
New Zealand; the melancholia of Aotearoa New Zealand is also determined by the unease of social 
history. Settlement over the last twelve hundred years has been marked by the violence of both the 
landscape and the people. This history of conflict has, Schafer notes, “shaped the culture in unique, subtle 
ways” (1998: 93). Māori, as a tribal culture, were frequently engaged in warfare, and this did not end with 
the arrival of European settlers. Rather, colonial settlement merely exacerbated conflict and the scale of 
violence with the introduction of manufactured weaponry. The history of Aotearoa New Zealand is one 
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of internal, domestic conflict, whether between Māori warring tribes or between Māori and Pākehā during 
and following colonisation. Tensions concerning cultural difference continue to dominate debate within 
Aotearoa New Zealand, however, there are also points at which culture comes together in more inclusive 
ways. Indeed, while conflicts continue, albeit in a more institutionalised, less explicitly violent manner, 
there are also points at which Māori and Pākehā culture comes together across various ‘fault lines.’ In 
large part, these fault lines fall across the shared landscape, and attitudes and attachments to this place. 
The sense of melancholia within the cultural identity of Aotearoa New Zealand is determined by conflict, 
anxiety, and trauma but also by resolution, peace, and tolerance. It is the existence of both and the loss of 
both; it is the continued presence of these paradoxical, contrasting, and contradictory elements that 
contributes to the cultural identity of this place and its people.    
 
3.2.1 A place to stand  
One of the primary lines at which Māori and Pākehā come together, in both conflict and in unity, is on 
questions of the land, the unstable landscape upon which the people live. Indeed, the majority of both 
divergence and convergence in the history of Aotearoa New Zealand has been based upon the fight for 
land, for resources, ultimately, for a place to stand. Historical points of divergence were largely based on 
disparities between cultural attitudes towards land. Traditional Māori attitudes to land and sense of place 
are sensitive and reverential, based upon a concept of tūrangawaewae (tūranga, standing place; waewae, feet), 
which translates as a place to stand. The land is the place from which the people came; the creation myths 
dealt (and continue to deal) with stories of a people who sprang from the earth, not the ocean. Schafer 
points specifically to the creation myths, which depict Mother Earth as “holy and haunted. Because she is 
alive she must be treated respectfully and not damaged or wounded. She enfolds the living and the dead, 
the spirits may be born from her as readily as human beings” (1998: 144). For colonial Pākehā settlers, in 
contrast, the land was seen as a resource, an environment to be tamed and ‘civilised.’ Colonial attitudes to 
land were determined by concepts of ownership and dominance. For Māori, the sacredness of the land, 
from which the ancestors sprang, meant that the environment was not something that could be cut up, 
bought and sold. In contrast, for European Pākehā settlers, ownership was a fundamental goal of the 
colonial project.  
 
During the period of colonisation, writes Michael King, the “most fertile seed for conflict […] was a 
mutual misunderstanding over what constituted land ownership. For European buyers it was a signed 
deed. For Māori, it was a variety of factors, including inherited rights, rights obtained by conquest, and 
rights of occupation and use” (2003: 181). Māori conflicts over land increased in the early nineteenth 
century following the introduction of flintlock muskets by the colonial settlers and the intensification of 
the “small-scale foray or vendetta culture of Māori militarism” (Schafer 1998: 96). While this period 
certainly exemplifies the extent to which Māori tribal society readily engaged in conflict, it also indicates 
the extremity of the effect European settlement had on this land and its people. It was in response to 
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such conflict among Māori, as well as the desire on the part of European colonists to gain a position of 
power in this seemingly un-civilised landscape and population, that the Tiriti o Waitangi, the Treaty of 
Waitangi, was penned. While the Treaty was presented as a document through which the needs and 
requirements of both Māori and Pākehā could be met and satisfied, the two different documents, written 
in te reo Māori and English, respectively, in fact, on the contrary, enshrined the different understandings of 
land ownership and different rights reserved for each population. Signed by representatives of the Crown 
and a gathering of Māori chiefs on 5 February 1840, the Treaty was expected to protect the interests of 
Māori whilst at the same time making way for the colonial enterprise. However, as King notes, while the 
“Treaty was in part a product of the most benevolent instincts of British humanitarianism, and those who 
signed it […] had the highest possible hopes for benign outcomes, the document would turn out to be 
the most contentious and problematic ingredient in New Zealand’s national life” (2003: 156-157).  
 
Prior to signing, settlement had taken place on Māori terms. However, in the years following, “Māori 
close to European coastal settlements began to realise the extent to which their identity and customs 
might be swallowed up by this mighty tide of strangers” (King 2003: 180). So began the period of what 
have variously been referred to as the “Land Wars” or the “Māori Wars” – what are now most widely 
described, thanks to historian James Belich, as the “New Zealand Wars.” Schafer writes that these 
Māori/Pākehā ‘“New Zealand Wars’ of the 1840s-1870s were not so much one-sided conquistador 
processes of invasion and extermination as balanced strategic struggles” (1998: 96). The conflicts may 
have been somewhat balanced in terms of technological armament. However, they were far from 
balanced in terms of motivation. Movement after movement developed among Māori, Schafer writes, “to 
protect Aotearoa from the indiscriminate settlement and domination by the ever-increasing streams of 
Pākehā immigrants” (1998: 101). Thus, while on the one hand the Treaty is revered as evidence of 
exemplary race relations in the history of Aotearoa New Zealand, on the other it is seen as merely the 
first instance in a long history of discriminatory political practice by the hand of the Crown. These 
contrasting opinions reflect the great sense of ambivalence within the cultural identity of Aotearoa New 
Zealand. Just as the land itself is one of contrast and contradiction, indicative of the ultimate antitheses of 
melancholia, so too are the attitudes towards this land. Cultural conflict has recourse to the Treaty as a 
point of contention, reflective as it is of the vast disparity between Māori and Pākehā attitudes, conduct, 
and objectives with relation to the land of this place.    
 
The histories surrounding the Treaty are also redolent of loss; the loss of land, the loss of people fighting 
for land, and the loss of culture due the broader processes of colonisation. While Pākehā migrants may 
have felt a sense of displacement and unsettlement upon arrival in this new Britain, the New Zealand 
Company’s private-enterprise plan was to colonise the land for their own purposes. Although the original 
plan had been to create, as King writes, “a Maori New Zealand in which European settlers had somehow 
to be accommodated [the emphasis changed, and the intention became to foster] a settler New Zealand in 
	 94 
which a place had to be kept for Maori” (2003: 157). Thus, Māori experienced the keenest losses. Not 
only was it a question of loss of land, whereby the English-language Treaty stated that “the chiefs would 
give exclusive rights to the sale of land to the Queen and her representatives” (King 2003: 159), but, more 
significantly, it meant the loss of self-determination, self-governance and independent sovereignty. This 
was largely a matter of miscommunication; a miscommunication that has affected generations of Māori. 
King explains that “the word used for sovereignty – that which the chiefs were asked to give away to the 
Queen of England [and a concept that Māori culture does not share with English] – was rendered as 
‘kawanatanga’ […] literally [meaning] ‘governorship”’ (2003: 160). Misunderstanding was further 
exacerbated in the wording of the second article of the Treaty, which assured Māori “that they retained ‘te 
tino rangatiratanga o ratou wenua kainga me o ratou taonga katoa’ – meaning ‘the unqualified exercise of 
their chieftainship over their lands, villages and all their treasures”’ (2003: 160). As King continues, “this 
was rather more than the same article offered in English. [Thus] in future years, Maori debate would 
focus on the implications of the words ‘tino rangatiratanga’ [arguing that] in guaranteeing Maori ‘tino 
rangatiratanga,’ the Treaty was in fact guaranteeing Maori the right to continue to manage and govern 
their own affairs without interference by a civil or military authority’ (2003: 160). The difference in the 
language used in the two versions of the Treaty reflects a difference in opinion and attitude, ultimately, a 
difference in culture – a profound difference that has wrought significant consequences on the ongoing 
development of cultural identity. This fundamental misunderstanding indicates ambivalence as well as 
loss; both physical losses and also the loss of potential, the loss of that which could have been. This 
example of trenchant miscommunication – which continues to feature as a central political issue under 
the preview of the Waitangi Tribunal – is central to the melancholia within the cultural identity of 
Aotearoa New Zealand, a cultural identity predicated on an essential ambiguity and an acute sense of loss.     
 
Such differences in attitudes to land and place have, over time, changed dramatically. Much has been 
written regarding the spiritual affiliation Pākehā have with the land and how such affiliation contributes to 
the construction of Pākehā identity, not as associated with the ‘homeland’ of Britain or with the land as 
mere resource, but rather as intricately entwined with the identity of the place.15 Writing about high 
country farmers in New Zealand’s South Island for example, Michèle Dominy notes the ways in which 
these people are “defining themselves actively as the tangata whenua [people of the land] and for whom 
place serves as a distinctive idiom of identity” (1993: 568). Both Dominy and Carolyn Morris (2014) argue 
(as do I in this thesis) for the significance of art in the process of producing cultural identity, particularly 
in terms of the representation of place and how this contributes to the making of history. Morris writes 
that artistic representations “frame how people see and interpret the landscape” (2014: 188). While 
landscape paintings in the 1880s gave the first European settlers a way to invent the place in which they 
found themselves, in the years since colonisation, different representations of the landscape have given 
                                               
15 Maureen Molloy notes that “until quite recently many New Zealanders, even those born in New Zealand, referred 
to Great Britain at ‘Home’” (1999: 165). 
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Pākehā more nuanced imaginings of this place and, in turn, have contributed to the construction of more 
nuanced relationships to this place. As Morris continues, art has the capacity to invent us – “art is 
formative of habitus” (2014: 188). Pākehā affiliations to land and place are certainly now as intricate and 
imbricated as are Māori affiliations with land and place, despite differences in world view or creation 
mythology. However, the collision of worldviews during the colonial process, particularly with respect to 
cultural attitudes to land, has nevertheless left Aotearoa New Zealand haunted by all manner of ghosts.  
 
These tensions, and their significance for the cultural identity of place are evocatively reflected in a poem 
by Glenn Colquhoun, “The trick of standing upright here” (1999), which draws on the lines of Allen 
Curnow’s “The skeleton of the great moa in the Canterbury Museum, Christchurch” (1943). The final 
lines of Curnow’s poem, speaking of displacement and loss, read: 
 Not I, some child, born in a marvellous year, 
 will learn the trick of standing upright here. 
The opening lines of Colquhoun’s read: 
 The trick of standing upright here 
 Is the trick of using both feet.  
Colquhoun’s poem progresses through his experiences of both Māori and Pākehā cultures, and his 
negotiation of the two. He writes of the red sun burning at dusk, the black sky at night, the white of the 
sun’s paint, drying flax on a fence. He writes of the sky as a lid left off a tin of biscuits, a man making love 
to a woman, the sea as the blue eye of god. He writes of dying, as a casket the shape of a keyhole, as the 
long walk north to the cape. The poem movingly recounts Colquhoun’s own search for a place to stand, 
and finishes thus: 
 The art of walking upright here 
Is the art of using both feet. 
One is for holding on. 
One is for letting go. 
While Colquhoun’s poem is one of personal reflection, an account of his time spent on a marae, and his 
experience of an unsettled identity, it just as eloquently speaks for the people of Aotearoa New Zealand, 
and our shared pursuit for a place to stand.       
 
3.2.2 An alternative space   
The losses experienced throughout the history of Aotearoa New Zealand, by both Māori and Pākehā, 
continue to permeate the culture. These losses characterise the identity of Aotearoa New Zealand, despite 
the fact that they are frequently buried beneath a surface narrative that expounds the mythological 
rhetoric that depicts New Zealand as having “the best race relations in the world” (King 2003: 471). This 
sense of loss, whether implicit or explicit, contributes significantly to the melancholia of cultural identity 
in Aotearoa New Zealand.  
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In addition to a history of natural disaster and domestic conflict, the people of Aotearoa New Zealand 
have also been involved in international conflicts, which have brought their own losses and devastation. 
For example, during the four years in which New Zealand participated in the First World War, forty-two 
percent of military-age New Zealand men served, a total of 100,444 out of a population that was at the 
time little over one million. By the end of the war, de Pont writes, “18,500 of these young men had died 
and 50,000 had been wounded: a shocking toll and one of the highest per-capita casualty rates of any 
participant country” (2012: 15). Such a high rate of casualty is sure to profoundly affect the remaining 
population in numerous ways.  
 
Following the conclusion of the Great War, the culture of Aotearoa New Zealand underwent a number 
of changes in response to its consequences. De Pont remarks that “some of the lustre of the glorious 
Empire with its old hierarchical order was tarnished by this experience, with a resultant impetus to 
cultivate a more modern and independent national identity” (2012: 15). The interwar years, from 1918 to 
1939 were characterised, de Pont continues, “by ongoing shifts and tensions between a conservative 
response to the trauma of war and an open embrace of the modern, while the economy swung wildly 
between boom and bust” (2012: 15). The deep Depression into which Aotearoa New Zealand (along with 
the rest of the world) descended in the 1930s seemed to reflect the collective sense of grief felt by the 
country following the loss of so many young men, both Māori and Pākehā. Unlike the domestic conflicts 
of the nineteenth century, New Zealand’s involvement in the First World War brought Māori and Pākehā 
together along the fault lines of difference to share in their grief. The fact that the losses of this 
international war were young men, rather than tracts of land, meant that they were felt very differently. 
The losses were shared and publicly mourned. Memorials were erected in tribute to the lives lost. When 
sacred land was lost, no memorial was built. The external outpouring of collective grief changed the 
nature of the emotional response, and altered the way in which it affected the cultural landscape. Bitter 
resentments and blames were not levelled at neighbours. The cause of the losses was far flung and the 
reception reflected this distance.  
 
The deep sense of loss that emerged from this experience is curiously related to the fundamental 
misunderstanding illustrated in the language of the Treaty. For colonial settlers, involvement in this 
international, European conflict was an important indication of the sheer geographical distance from the 
place still considered home – England. Not only did the War effect great loss of life, but it acted as a 
potent reminder of the loss of cultural connection experienced by colonial settlers to New Zealand. It was 
an experience in which colonial loss, coupled with attendant memory and imagined cultural heritage, was 
brought to the fore for New Zealand’s European Pākehā. New Zealand involvement in this War further 
solidified the sense with which New Zealand cultural identity is bound in melancholia, for the deep sense 
of loss is felt by both Māori and Pākehā. Further, this sense of loss is not simply contingent on the loss of 
that which is recognised and acknowledged – life and land. Rather, this is a sense of loss that is felt far 
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more deeply. It is a sense of the loss of that which could have been, that which never was – the loss of 
potential, the loss of the ghosts that never were. It is important to note here that New Zealand is not 
unique in experiencing loss; all nations experience loss. The imagined community that Anderson theorises 
is based on a sense of loss, on the development of a shared mythology of historical connection and past 
loss. It is this sense of a shared connection, what Anderson calls “fraternity,” that makes it possible “for 
so many millions of people, not so much to kill, but to die for such limited imaginings” (2006: 7). The 
cenotaphs and tombs of Unknown Soldiers are, for Anderson, the essential emblems of the modern 
culture of nationalism: “void as these tombs are of identifiable mortal remains or immortal souls, they are 
nonetheless saturated with ghostly national imaginings” (2006: 9; original emphasis). One could argue that 
nationalism itself is melancholic, arising as it does from the experiences of death and loss, not only of 
lives and land but of autonomy and culture. In the context of Aotearoa New Zealand, while the losses of 
colonialism divided, the losses of war brought a grief that united.  
 
Despite the great losses of the First World War, at the declaration of the Second World War there was a 
sense of jubilation throughout Aotearoa New Zealand reminiscent of that which greeted the outbreak of 
the First. In the first volume of her autobiography, To the Is-Land, Janet Frame notes the excitement 
expressed by the people around her following the outbreak of war, writing: “Oamaru and New Zealand 
appeared suddenly to be seized by a kind of madness as if the Declaration of War were an exciting gift” 
(1987: 151). In contrast to this popular response, Frame’s own reaction was quite the contrary: “Had I 
been a city, the shock of war would have torn apart all buildings, entombing the population, or as after a 
volcanic eruption there might have been an overflow of numbness, like lava, preserving all in a stone 
mask of stillness and silence” (1987: 150). In remarking upon these contradictory responses, Frame 
observes the sense of contrast in the approach taken to war, as well as indicating a recognition of the toll 
war takes. She writes of the atmosphere as a kind of “war fever” that took over the town, with young 
men hurrying to enlist, feeling the duty to “rally round to help the Mother Country” (1987: 151). The 
lustre of the British Empire had become tarnished following the experiences of the Great War, but New 
Zealand remained closely aligned to its colonial history. This alignment evoked a great sense of allegiance 
throughout Aotearoa New Zealand. Even Māori, who had no connection to the British other than their 
experiences of colonisation again signed up in their thousands in order to fight alongside their Pākehā 
countrymen. The losses of the First World War contributed to a sense of fraternity among men (and 
women) in this newly imaged nation, which compelled them to fight for their ghostly imaginings.          
 
Instances such as the two World Wars, in which Māori and Pākehā fought and grieved alongside one 
another, are frequently used to support narratives recounting superior race relations in Aotearoa New 
Zealand. However, in reality the fault lines between Māori and Pākehā, as well as between groups of new 
immigrants, prevail, regardless of rhetoric to the contrary. Despite increased immigration since the 1980s, 
which has led to a largely multicultural population, the government continues to espouse bi-cultural 
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policy, in which the “self-other” binary predominates, continuing to perpetuate dis-harmony and dis-ease. 
Agnes Brandt notes that current debate in Aotearoa New Zealand centres upon the issues of facilitating 
“the bicultural ideal within a de facto multicultural state” (2013: 17) and certainly, the Māori-Pākehā binary 
prevails, as a source of both conflict and cohesion. Vaughan Bidois argues that while many “Māori and 
non-Māori academics have utilized the colonial binary to expose the imposition and oppressive structures 
of colonisation […] such polarizing politics provoke responses of fear, anger, resentment and, at times, 
violence” (2013: 144). Such an approach, Bidois continues, has created a largely exclusive political and 
cultural landscape, one that is “arguably counter-productive to the greater cause of indigenous rights and 
aspirations of Māori” (2013: 144). Thus, contrary to the dominant discourse, Bidois suggests that “in 
Aotearoa New Zealand, the tensions and conflicts caused by the colonial binary have also created an 
alternative space; one that ruptures and unsettles the boundaries of difference and identity between Māori 
and Pākehā” (2013: 144). Bidois contends that Māori resistance to neo-colonial practices and ideologies 
has produced a setting in which Māori and Pākehā can relate to one another along the fault lines in 
increasingly positive ways. 
 
Discussing the melancholia of cultural identity in Aotearoa New Zealand, one cannot help but be 
reminded of Paul Gilroy’s description of the melancholia of postcolonial Britain. Gilroy suggests that the 
issues surrounding living with difference have, in Britain, resulted in a nation-defining “melancholic mood” 
(2005:14). While the questions and themes most prevalent within Aotearoa New Zealand differ from 
those at the forefront of arguments in Britain, the melancholic mood that Gilroy recognises is very similar 
to that which underscores the cultural infrastructure of Aotearoa New Zealand. This sense of melancholia 
is representative of the “self-other” binary that defines the colonial encounter, and the contemporary 
fears for loss of culture, autonomy and identity in the imagining of a shared national community. 
Melancholia is recognisable throughout the cultural history of Aotearoa New Zealand, in the fundamental 
misunderstandings of the Treaty of Waitangi and the experiences of domestic and international conflict, 
and in the ongoing negotiations of cultural identity. Living with difference may be a fact of contemporary 
life but that does not make it a less complex aspect of both popular and political debates concerning 
indigenous rights, postcolonial settlements, and immigration issues.       
 
3.2.3 The dark night 
The most recognisable visual point across which Māori and Pākehā come together is in the use of the 
colour (shade/tone) black. Black is widely considered as symbolic of New Zealand national and cultural 
identity. As de Pont points out, not only does New Zealand use black as the colour of national sporting 
affiliation, but the colour chosen for international marketing campaigns articulating the image of New 
Zealand as “clean, green and 100% Pure” is also, importantly, black; even the “language […] used to 
describe our [New Zealand] creative output also references a black psyche” (2012: 9). Black is also a 
fundamental representative feature of melancholia. Black is the dark night, the beginning of the world. 
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Black is that colour, John Harvey writes, “without colour, without light, the colour of grief, of loss, of 
humility, or guilt, of shame [black is the] paradox-colour [the] colour that is no-colour” (1997: 10-14). 
Unlike grey, which seems to symbolise the liminal space between black and white and thus stand for the 
melancholy space between here and there, between then and now, between life and death, black is the 
colour of paradox. It is black, more than grey, more than white, more than any other colour, shade or 
tone, that stands for lack of colour, for emptiness, for loss, for the unknown and the unknowable. Black 
is the colour of the bile that the Pythagorean doctrine of the four humours attributes to the melancholic 
disposition. Black is the sun Julia Kristeva characterises as melancholy when she asks: “Where does this 
black sun come from? Out of what eerie galaxy do its invisible, lethargic rays reach me, pinning me down 
to the ground, to my bed, compelling me to silence, to renunciation?” (1989: 3). Black is that most 
melancholy of tones. 
 
The connection between black and melancholia has a long history. The connection between black and 
narratives of cultural history in Aotearoa New Zealand also share a long history. While, for the ancients, 
black was the colour of the bile an excess of which would cause melancholia, with romanticism black 
became indicative of the melancholy hours, the dark night. The black night was the time and place of 
contrast. As Michel Pastoureau writes, “the poets sang of how it was both gentle and ghastly, a place of 
refuge and nightmares, of fantasies and obscure travels” (2008: 166). It is in this dark black night that the 
ghost, that melancholy vision, emerges, and it is in the Romantic century that “the sense of melancholy 
triumphed” (Pastoureau 2008: 166). It was during this time that the black sun Kristeva later adopts also 
emerged, in no more poetic refrain than Gérard de Nerval’s sonnet El Desdichado (1853). He writes: 
  I am the shadowed – the bereaved – the unconsoled, 
 The Aquitainian prince of the stricken tower: 
 My one star’s dead, and my constellated lute 
 Bears the Black Sun of Melancholia. (quoted in Pastoureau 2008: 166) 
Black thus came to represent the poetics as well as the pathology of melancholia. In Aotearoa New 
Zealand, black is deeply symbolic for both Māori and Pākehā, expressive of cultural identity for both.  
 
Perhaps the clearest example of black as characteristic of an “embedded” New Zealand cultural identity is 
in sport, particularly the All Blacks, and their internationally recognisable black rugby uniform. Discussing 
the significance of black in New Zealand, Ron Palenski (2012a) remarks on the centrality of sporting 
affiliation for the development of national identity. Sport contributes to the building of the sense of 
fraternity of which Anderson speaks; the development of a shared cause behind which an imagined 
community can stand together. The black jersey, emblazoned with silver fern, has been emblematic of 
New Zealand sporting identity since 1893, when the first national rugby team was established and 
referred to as the All Blacks (Palenski 2012a). Despite dispute regarding who first established black as the 
national colour and where the name All Blacks originated – a natural step, given the tendency to refer to 
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teams by their jersey colours or an accident of printing, in which a convenient ‘l’ was inserted into a 
description of the team playing like “all backs” – what is clear is the strong affiliation this nickname and 
colour has with New Zealand national identity. “Black has been beautiful in New Zealand since the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century” (Palenski 2012b: 105) and this is in large part due to the pride New 
Zealanders take in the successes of this national team.  
 
In the context of New Zealand sporting identity, black is also deeply intertwined with a particularly 
masculine identity. This is especially true in relation to the haka, the traditional Māori war dance 
performed at the beginning of every game. The haka, Steven J. Jackson and Brendan Hokowhitu write, is 
one of New Zealand’s “most identifiable national sporting rituals” (2002: 127). Not only is the haka a 
powerful symbol of Māori culture but it is also “explicitly masculine and uniquely New Zealand” (Jackson 
and Hokowhitu 2002: 127). That the men who perform this fierce provocation wear all black garments 
both heightens the display of masculine energy and re-enforces the centrality of black within the 
imaginary of national cultural identity. The centrality of black in New Zealand national and sporting 
identity is interesting in that, rather than speaking to a sense of melancholia, it is posited as a sign of 
masculinity, physical strength and historical colonial independence. Palenski notes the simultaneous 
development of the All Blacks as a team and the idea of New Zealander – “rather than a transplanted 
Scot or a wandering Englishman” – as a distinctive identity in the last quarter of the nineteenth century 
and certainly, the advancement of team that could defeat the British teams, played an important role in 
solidifying this national affiliation (2012b: 107).   
 
In Aotearoa New Zealand, black stands for more than melancholia. It has come to function as the colour 
of cultural convergence, the metaphorical fault line across which the distance of cultural difference is 
perforated. As the colour of national affiliation, black signifies the complexity of national cultural identity 
and the thread of melancholia woven within. Exploring the significance of black within New Zealand 
sporting identity allows for a recognition of the limits of melancholia, and the dualism inherent in this 
emblematic tone. While the black of melancholia is a point of contrast to the black of sporting affiliation, 
in the creation stories of Aotearoa New Zealand, the symbolic use of light and dark, the sense of loss and 
ambivalence all point to a melancholia beneath the surface. As de Pont notes, creation stories “begin, 
almost invariably, with a state of nothingness, the void in which life gestates and from which life emerges. 
The blackness that precedes the light is at the very beginning of the human story and in it we see the 
powerful dualism inherent in the colour black” (2012: 11).  
 
This concept of the black void out of which life emerges is central to the creation stories of both Māori 
and Pākehā. For Māori, while there may be multiple versions of the creation story, just as there are 
multiple versions of the Kupe story, the most widely re-told version is that of Papatūānuku, Earth Mother, 
and Ranginui, Sky Father. Recounting this myth, Chanel Clarke writes:  
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The Māori world began in blackness. Papatūānuku and Ranginui, the primal parents, were born 
into this darkness, as were their numerous children. The world of light only emerged when their 
children, who were enveloped in their tight embrace, thrust them apart. Upon separation, a 
whole new light and colourful world emerged for Māori. (2012: 42) 
Expanding upon the details of the myth, Samuel K. Parker notes that for many ages “the seventy sons [of 
Papa and Rangi] lived in darkness, cramped between the bodies of their parents in warm, damp 
conditions […] ‘the growth of all things could not mature, nor could anything bear fruit.’ […] The only 
light they knew was the feeble, phosphorescent glimmer of the glowworm” (1987: 14). The contrast 
between the dark of the beginning and the light that resulted from the separation of Papatūānuku and 
Ranginui determines much of Māori mythology and cultural understanding. King writes that it was not 
until the children succeeded in separating their parents that “the children of Tanemahuta – the trees, birds 
and insects of the forest – were able to see and breathe. The earth remained a nurturing mother, but the 
sky became a stranger to them” (2003: 19).  
 
Although the separation brought light and life to earth, it also brought about eternal sadness for 
Papatūānuku and Ranginui, condemning them to an eternity of loss. Prised apart, they could no longer 
embrace in the darkness. This profound sense of loss deeply permeates Māori culture. As noted earlier in 
this chapter, Māori have long experienced the loss of land and people, not least of all since the arrival of 
colonial Europeans. However, the ways in which these losses effect Māori cultural identity seems to stem 
from the loss depicted within creation mythology. For Sigmund Freud, writes Ferber, loss “is intimately 
tied to love, for it is always a loved object that is lost” (2013: 21-22). For Papatūānuku and Ranginui, the 
lost object is known; they have lost one another and thus could be said to be mourning such loss. When it 
rains, it is Ranginui shedding his tears upon Papatūānuku below. However, the sense of loss that 
permeates the culture that stems from this original loss is melancholy. As Ferber puts it, in melancholia 
“we may say that the patient knows whom he has lost but not what about him was lost” (2013: 22; original 
emphasis). For the mythical Papa and Rangi, the loss has been withdrawn from consciousness, the loss is 
internalised and forever penetrates the consciousness of the sons who pushed them apart. As Ferber, 
following Freud, continues, the melancholic does not “lose the world but their own selves. At the 
moment of separation, they are deprived of the objects of their love; they lose the capacity to love. This 
occurs because the love for the lost object is so all-encompassing that it becomes impossible even to 
imagine loving another (in that sense a separation resembles the emptiness of the mourner’s world)” 
(2013: 22-23). The melancholia of this mythological history permeates the sons; it also saturates us, the 
descendants. When it rains, we too feel Rangi’s tears.    
 
The symbolism of black and the themes of separation and loss are also central to Pākehā creation stories. 
Whether religious or scientific, the world is said to have come into being from a point of nothingness, a 
complete blackness. Scientific theories argue for an instantaneous big bang. All was dark, primordial, a 
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hot, dense mass, until a blast of unparalleled energy erupted and tore apart the universe of space and time. 
Religious creationism argues for the hand of God in the process of worldly construction. Quoting the 
creation myth from Genesis, Marcelo Gleiser writes: 
The earth was without form or void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the Spirit 
of God was moving over the face of the waters. 
And God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. 
And God saw that light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness. (2012: 20)  
Not only does the world emerge out of darkness, but lightness is recognised as good and thus God must 
separate lightness from darkness, just as Papatūānuku and Ranginui are separated from one another. 
What is significant here is the value judgement. In situating light as good, black becomes bad, symbolic of 
horror and fear and sadness. According to this first Christian account of Creation, Pastoureau writes, 
black “preceded all other colours. It is the primordial colour, but also the one that from the beginning 
possessed a negative status. In black no life is possible, light is good, darkness it not. For the symbolism 
of colours black already appears as void and deathly after only five biblical verses” (2008: 20). The 
separation of lightness and darkness is the rational act through which to construct a sense of order and 
clarity in the world. And yet, there still exists the point at which the two come together, the point of 
greyness and liminality, not nothingness, but not something-ness either. It would seem that perhaps this 
point of grey liminality should symbolise the melancholy aesthetic, positioned at the point of intersection. 
However, it is more likely that this greyness is the point of mourning. It is here that loss is recognised, is 
understood. It is in the darkness, the blackness, the nothingness that melancholy presides. In the dark 
blackness, the ego itself is lost.    
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CHAPTER 4. 
Listening to the Irregular Beat: The Heaviness of History  
 
“There are moths in the room. Willowisp silver of their wings, out in the shadow bounds, a shimmering irregular beat, 
sought seen caught out the corner of the eye…” 
- Keri Hulme, 1986   
 
As the previous chapter illustrated, the cultural history and identity of Aotearoa New Zealand is peopled 
with lost men and women, the ancient ghosts of both Māori and Pākehā. The landscape of Aotearoa New 
Zealand is unsettled, unstable, and deeply paradoxical, serenely beautiful whilst simultaneously capable of 
devastation and destruction due to the tectonic plates upon which the islands lie. The social history of the 
place has also experienced much instability and conflict, all of which have contributed to the narrative of 
the place, and thus to New Zealand’s cultural identity. In this chapter, I move beyond discussions of 
cultural identity to consider the aesthetics of Aotearoa New Zealand and the way in which aesthetic 
identity is fashioned through dress in both visual and textual or literary art forms. Historical narratives 
play an important role in the production of cultural identity, and this chapter demonstrates how aesthetic 
identity influences, and is influenced by, the cultural dynamics of history and national identity.  
 
Just as there is a deep connection between the landscape of a place and the cultural identity of that place, 
so too is there a close connection between the environment and the aesthetics of that place. If a place is 
flooded with sunshine and tropical heat, then this influences the lives of the people in that place, and the 
art that they produce. Similarly, if a place is buffeted with wind and dampened by a heavy, long dark 
cloud, then we can assume that this brings about the production of very different works of art. If a place 
has a history of earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, this history is written not only on the landscape, but 
also on the people and the art that comes from that landscape. The negotiation of national aesthetic 
identity no more exists in isolation than does the production of individual identity. The physical and the 
cultural, rather than being positioned as opposing binaries, are integrated and inter-related, reflective of 
one another. It is only through the interaction of different aesthetic aspects in a range of different 
representational mediums that identity is produced. As noted in the introduction to this thesis, there is a 
particularly heavy, ominous quality to the aesthetic identity of Aotearoa New Zealand. This aesthetic is 
deeply affected by the landscape and environmental conditions, as well as the social and cultural heritage 
of the place, as observed in chapter three. These conditions encompass both the ambivalence and the 
profound sense of loss that I contend are characteristic of the aesthetic of melancholia.  
 
In this chapter, I explore the construction of this aesthetic in the art of Aotearoa New Zealand through 
an examination of the ways in which ambivalence and loss are represented in the visual and literary 
aesthetics of this place. Culture and aesthetics are not positioned here as contrasting but, rather, as 
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mutually constitutive. Neither are the aesthetics of Māori and Pākehā positioned as separate or at odds. 
Rather, I consider both as crucial to the production of the aesthetic identity of Aotearoa New Zealand. 
This is not to conflate the two cultural aesthetic identities. Both are undoubtedly distinctive, indicative of 
very different cultural histories. However, in drawing out the alternative narratives of Aotearoa New 
Zealand, and considering the complexity of the aesthetics of this place, I consider the two side by side so 
as to account for the origins of this aesthetic quality and the ways in which it is fashioned.  
 
When fashion designer Karen Walker remarked upon the heavy, ominous qualities of the New Zealand 
aesthetic, she pointed to examples such as Jane Campion’s 1993 film The Piano, the work of artist Colin 
McCahon, and of musician Neil Finn. We can just as easily look to the poetry of James K. Baxter and the 
writing of Jane Mander, Janet Frame and Keri Hulme (let alone fashion such as that by Zambesi and 
Nom*d, discussed in chapter five) to recognise the influence of historical narratives, cultural heritage and 
the distinctive landscape on the sense of melancholia that permeates the aesthetics of Aotearoa New 
Zealand. While there are a great many examples of New Zealand art that could be discussed, I focus on 
those that Walker points to, with the addition of some of New Zealand’s most internationally successful 
literature and film.16 These examples are in a way ahistorical, spanning a long history. However, that they 
all encompass details of ambivalence and loss reveals something that transcends time. This is not to say 
that aesthetics do not change over time. Rather, that the connection between place and aesthetics play out 
similarly over time and can be recognised through an attendance to recurrent themes, such as those of 
melancholia, that have the capacity to tell us much about the culture and history of a place.   
 
4.1 Fashioning the Visual  
 
The representation of clothing in visual art forms such as film and television play an important role in the 
production of national aesthetic identity. The aesthetic of melancholia fashioned in the visual texts 
discussed here is in large part dependent upon the construction of a sense of liminality, of haunting; the 
fashioning of an aesthetic quality indicative of the spectre, that which exists in the space in-between. The 
themes of light and dark, ambivalence, contrast, and loss are all prominent in some of the most well-
known New Zealand films, including not only The Piano but also Once Were Warriors (based on the 1990 
Allan Duff novel of the same name and directed by Lee Tamahori, 1994) and Whale Rider (based on the 
1987 Witi Ihimaera novella The Whale Rider and directed by Niki Caro, 2002). While these three films may 
be very different in style and story, they share much in the way of themes and visual aesthetics. Firstly, 
they all use the symbolism of contrast, ambivalence, antithesis, and contradiction, particularly through the 
representation of light and dark and the themes of cultural difference, gender differentiation, and the 
move from rural to urban environments as an effect of (post)colonialism. Secondly, they employ the 
                                               
16 This is a conscious decision. Identity, whether individual or collective, is based on internal perception as well as 
external recognition. Thus, the aesthetic identity of Aotearoa New Zealand is based upon both the perceptions of 
New Zealander’s themselves and an international audience of readers, watchers and listeners.     
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perspective of the child and the symbolism of the feminine as tools through which to exacerbate an 
innate sense of loss, liminality, and the uncanny. These shared aesthetic characteristics have also 
contributed to the claiming of these films as distinctively “New Zealand” products.  
 
The haunting and liminality depicted in these examples is also dependent upon the representation of 
sartorial aesthetics. As noted in chapter two, the representation of dress in images or on screen tells us 
much about time and place and our place within or outside of this context. Elizabeth Wilson suggests that 
clothes “are the congealed memories of the daily life of times past. Once they inhabited the noisy streets, 
the crowded theatres, the glittering soirées of the social scene. Now, like souls in limbo, they wait poignantly 
for the music to begin again” (1985: 1; emphasis added). While the clothes Wilson writes of are those 
embalmed in the glass cabinets of the museum of costume, the sartorial aesthetics of dress represented in 
the examples discussed in this chapter also depict the congealed memories of daily life. These memories, 
speaking of the lost past, are liminally situated and thus contribute to the construction of a sense of 
haunting and to a distinctively melancholy mood. The fact that the fashion portrayed in such 
representations feature as souls in limbo, fixed in the time and space of their depiction, further contributes 
to the sense of loss and ambivalence central to the strand of melancholia within the artistic production of 
Aotearoa New Zealand.  
 
4.1.1 The place of liquid darkness  
An aesthetic of melancholia is evident in numerous examples of art in Aotearoa New Zealand. Perhaps 
the most notable, internationally recognisable example (the one that people most often mentioned when I 
spoke of this research) is Campion’s film The Piano.17 One New Zealand fashion designer has described 
her reaction to seeing this film thus: “I went to see The Piano and went ‘bang!’ It was like there was this 
huge realisation about all that darkness that was in there. It was like ‘Oh my god! I am a New Zealander! 
That’s what it is!’” (quoted in Molloy 2004: 482). The film encompasses the ambivalence, the darkness, 
and the sense of loss that lie at the centre of the aesthetic of melancholia. The film gave aesthetic form to 
the cultural identity of the place and made this identity recognisable for those within Aotearoa New 
Zealand and those looking in from the rest of the world. While The Piano was arguably the first widely 
internationally-acclaimed film to portray the aesthetics of melancholia as distinctive of Aotearoa New 
Zealand, this aesthetic has since become a characteristically recognisable aspect of New Zealand cinema.  
 
The Piano has received a great deal of scholarly attention. Indeed, much has been written regarding the 
symbolism of the piano. In contrast, very little has been written regarding the significance of dress in the 
                                               
17 Molloy notes that there has been “great debate as to whether The Piano is a New Zealand film (due to the origins 
of its director and most of its actors, its location and its story) or an Australian film (due to the fact that its director, 
Jane Campion, is now a resident in Australia and the film was funded partly by Australian money) or even a French 
film (again because of funding)” (1999: 154). However, in line with Molloy’s argument, I contend that “the 
nationality of the film is not something that can be objectively decided” (1999: 154) and, for the purposes of this 
discussion, The Piano is considered a New Zealand film.     
	 106 
film. It is largely assumed that the dress represented is merely a necessary attendant feature of building a 
historical picture. However, fashion featured on screen, as noted earlier, plays many functions, revealing 
as much about the period and place in which the film was produced as about the period and place in 
which the film is set. The dress depicted does not necessarily portray a precisely accurate representation 
of a historical moment. Rather, it is used to fashion a particular aesthetic tone, and to assist in the telling 
of a very particular story. The scenes of Ada and her daughter Flora arriving on the beach are beautiful 
and melancholy, both in their dark moodiness and their depiction of contrast. Ada and Flora are dressed 
in heavy black skirts, crinolines and wide bonnets while the men helping them off the boats and through 
the water (other than Stewart in his suit and top hat) are shirtless or wearing open waistcoats. Even the 
few women in the scene are wearing loose light blouses and billowing skirts. The darkness of the clothes 
Ada and Flora wear is offset only by the white lining of their bonnets and the pale skin of their shadowed 
faces. They are small dark figures on a broad dark beach. The darkness of this scene is contrasted 
elegantly in a later one, in which Ada and Flora return to the piano on the beach. Ada plays, smiling, 
whilst Flora dances in her white petticoats. The beach is the same unfamiliar, wild expanse but the 
lightness of Flora’s skirts now indicates a lightness of aesthetic and mood quite at odds with the darkness 
that met them upon their arrival.  
 
This aesthetic is made increasingly clear throughout the film through the continued evocation of a sense 
of contrast, perhaps most explicit in the final scenes of the film. Unlike the body of the film, in which 
darkness prevails in the mud-clogged bush, in the final shots Ada is seen walking along her verandah, 
learning to speak, as Flora turns cartwheels in the bright, sunlit garden, once again in her white petticoats. 
As Maureen Molloy writes, “gone are the mud and native bush threatening the precarious, dark shelter of 
the house. Instead the shots are of verandah walls, painted white. Billowing curtains replace the winds, 
waves and wild birds” (1999: 164). Ada’s dress is now floral, a dark grey with white lace collar, in stark 
contrast to the black of her jackets, crinolines and bonnet. The dark of the bush is contrasted with the 
light of the domestic garden and home.  
 
The depiction of this contrast plays a number of roles in the film. Molloy suggests that despite the fact 
that the scene appears far brighter, lighter, and happier than the scenes in the bush, in actuality it merely 
indicates a different form of male dominance. While Ada may have escaped the control of her violent 
husband Stewart, she is now bound by manmade structures and her connection to Baines. In pointing to 
the ambivalence of Ada’s position, perhaps no less free with Baines than she was with Stewart, regardless 
of the fact that her Will chose life, Molloy illustrates the features of the film which mark it as aesthetically 
melancholy. Ada’s final monologue, Molloy remarks, “voiced over the image of her body tethered to the 
piano under the sea, is a lament for her intimate connection with the piano and for silence and death” 
(1999: 164). We watch as Ada sinks beneath the cold dark water, all sound overtaken by the quiet of the 
sea. Her heavy skirts swell up around her, the boning on the crinoline forming a cage. Ada’s lament 
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intensifies the contradiction between her seemingly idyllic surrounds, away from the harsh brutality she 
experienced in the bush, and the sense of loss she feels at having been separated from the piano that 
allowed her to voice her emotional reality. When she breaks free from the rope she leaves behind a single 
black boot, a piece of herself tethered to the piano in its watery grave. While Ada still plays the piano, as 
Molloy reminds us, “never again will she play the piano with such force, and never without the clicking 
reminder of her manmade status; her relationship to the piano is mediated by the metallic finger” (1999: 
163). These final scenes, along with the lament, and the feeling of loss it induces, cements the sense of 
melancholia within the aesthetic of the entire film.       
 
Vivid contrast also distinguishes much of the narrative and aesthetic of Once Were Warriors and Whale 
Rider. However, while The Piano is a story of colonial experience, these two films centre on contemporary 
concerns and the need, Pascale De Souza writes, “to reconcile a Maori rural past with a more urban 
modernized identity” (2007: 16). This challenge toward reconciliation combines three threads of 
ambivalence: Māori/Pākehā, male/female, and rural/urban. In Once Were Warriors these contrasts are 
most cinematically portrayed in the film’s opening sequence. De Souza describes:  
The film’s opening shot features “New Zealand as a pristine, unpopulated, undeveloped 
landscape, where mountains, water, and sky balance in sublime harmony.” […] But this is not 
footage of an actual landscape: the camera pans backwards to reveal a billboard advertising 
Enzpower. “Mythical” New Zealand thus emerges as a construct for (travel) advertising and 
movie backdrops. As the camera moves away from the billboard to the ghetto where it stands, 
the blues and greens of the landscape give way to a bleak urban look and ancestral humming is 
drowned by a loud gritty electric guitar. (2007: 18) 
The contrast between the “sublime” rural landscape and the harsh, traffic-clogged urban environment is 
striking in its sharpness. Beth walks under the billboard pushing a rickety supermarket shopping trolley 
filled with groceries. She looks across the motorway to the yard of her rented state house, where her 
children sit in the dirt beneath a tree and a washing line fluttering with coloured washing. She takes a drag 
on her cigarette, pulls a pair of black sunglasses from her black leather waistcoat and continues walking. 
Returning home, we hear above the roar of the traffic that her eldest daughter, Grace, is reading a 
traditional Māori story to the two youngest children. Grace wears a black dress, while the children wear 
bright singlets. The bare tree under which they sit hovers above them, ghostly; the empty branches 
wavering in the breeze. The scene evokes a sense of foreboding, an uneasiness of what is to come in this 
somewhat hostile setting. Further, the title itself, connoting the past of “once,” evokes what de Souza 
suggests is a “silent echo of loss. Lacking traditional bearings, cut off from the economic opportunities of 
city life, the Maori portrayed in the film remain for the most part unable to reconcile their traditional rural 
identity with their current urban life” (2007: 19). The sense of contrast intensifies the concurrent sense of 
foreboding uneasiness and profound cultural loss, as well as the inability of the characters to reconcile 
their past with their present.  
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As in The Piano, the costuming also contributes to the fashioning of an aesthetic of melancholia in Once 
Were Warriors, particularly through the use of black. Discussing the significance of black garments in New 
Zealand film, Helen Martin suggests that black clothing is used as both a “thematic and symbolic device” 
(2012: 139). She writes that black clothing “has the potential to symbolise evil, danger, mystery, sexual 
allure, authority, power, anarchy and death. From this perspective, looking at black costuming in New 
Zealand feature films can provide useful insight into screen representations of ideologies in our culture” 
(2012: 140). Not only does colour encode narrative meaning but it also assists in the production of 
cinematic aesthetics. In Martin’s words: “lighting, contrast and colour, the visual codes of film, are key in 
constructing images, creating atmosphere and tone, and suggesting themes” (2012: 145). New Zealand 
film is predominated by darkness and black, yet is set against a significantly contrasting lightness, which 
together produces an aesthetic of ambivalence, of contradiction and melancholia. Among the many 
examples Martin discusses, she points to Once Were Warriors in order to explore the “sea of unrelieved 
black in the costuming” (2012: 154). She writes: 
[D]irector Lee Tamahori, in aiming for wide audience appeal, was determined the film would 
have cinematic flair. Filters used to enhance Māori skin tones enrich the film’s overall look. The 
visual landscape is dominated by the traditional black, white and red of the Māori culture that has 
been lost to the Warriors’ characters. Whether it’s a bush singlet, a skirt, leather pants or a jacket, 
everyone wears black as a kind of uniform […] sometimes relieved with contrasting red, 
sometimes not. […] The overall blackness creates the impression of an oppressive mass 
mentality, where everyone has donned the carapace of a predatory black insect to appear 
outwardly threatening at the same time as it is protecting itself. (2012: 154) 
Black ensured the desired “wide audience appeal” due to the fact that black is internationally recognisable, 
representative of the particular set of symbolic meanings with which the film contends. Black is used to 
signify gang affiliation, and as a reference point for Māori heritage. Black is also used as a referent of 
broad familiarity. It is neither exclusive nor exclusionary. Black is used in the film as the colour of the 
suits and the uniforms of the white Pākehā police officers and welfare workers. Black not only ensures 
wide international appeal, in that it offers a familiarly coded notion of symbolism, it also ensures wide 
domestic appeal, in that it provides a point of recognition for both Māori and Pākehā audiences. Despite 
the fact that there is a great divide between the Māori and Pākehā characters, black is shared; black speaks 
of something familiar when there seems to be nothing familiar around.  
 
The use of black in this manner, as a universal signifier and a shared meaning-maker, is clear in the 
fashioning of characters in the great majority of New Zealand films. On the simplest level, Martin writes, 
“black is routinely worn in our film dramas in imitation of customary cultural practice: the professional 
uniform; conventional attire at funerals and tangi; church, legal and academic regalia; and clothing worn by 
Māori elders, as well as by subcultures such as beatniks, rockers, punks, bogans, gangs, emos, goths, and 
fetish and bondage lovers” (2012: 140). Black is such a fixture of New Zealand film that it has become a 
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distinguishing feature. Whether a black crinoline, jacket and bonnet, a little black dress, a tuxedo, leather 
jacket or woollen singlet, black garments define the New Zealand character in cinematic portrayal. The 
most iconic of black garments to feature in New Zealand film is the black bush singlet. Martin suggests 
that the black singlet is the quintessential garment of the New Zealand screen, noting many instances – 
including Fred Dagg in Dagg Day Afternoon (1977), Sam in Wild Horses (1984), and Jake the Muss in Once 
Were Warriors – in which it is used to satirical, ironic and serious symbolic effect. Interestingly, Martin 
remarks upon the fact that in the realist framework of New Zealand films “black clothing generally 
appears without emphasis as a naturally occurring part of the colour palette” (2012: 141). Black is posited 
in film as a ubiquitous element of New Zealand reality and this is also uncannily reflected in New Zealand 
fashion design. In Once Were Warriors, black garments and accessories – sunglasses, leather waistcoats, 
singlets, boots – are represented as usual, habitual. However, they are in fact particular; they tell us much 
about the time and place in which the film is set and was made. The sartorial elements are fundamental to 
the production of the cinematic affect and aesthetic.    
 
4.1.2 Waves of a broken cry  
In contrast to the “derelict Maori urban enclave” (De Souza 2007: 18) depicted in Once Were Warriors, 
Whale Rider is set in a rural coastal Māori community, where the ambivalence and contrast that contributes 
to the aesthetic of melancholia comes not from a contrast to a mythical place, but rather to a mythical 
time. In the opening sequence, it becomes clear that although the film is set in present time, the story is 
“a project of remembering, revealing the living legacy of the colonial past, along with the community’s 
continued connections to tradition, the land and sea” (Gonick 2010: 305). Based upon the mythical Māori 
tale of Paikea, the ancestor who escaped death by riding a whale to Aotearoa from Hawaiki, the film is 
steeped in the mythology of the past. Indeed, the community in which the film is set, led by Pai’s Koro’s 
(grandfather’s) “fixation upon rigid tradition [is unable] to draw upon its roots and find a path towards 
modernity. Thus, Whangaro is ‘a community frozen in time’” (De Souza 2007: 18). Kylie Message notes: 
“Whale Rider locates magic and fantasy within this context and environment [naturalising] this magic by 
grounding it within the domestic environment of the home and local community” (2003: 88). The 
ambivalence between traditional mythologies and contemporary life, and the significance and relevance of 
both, enhances the magical realism of the film and the deep melancholia it evokes.  
 
The most evocatively magical and melancholy sequence of the film is the whale stranding. The scenes are 
saturated in a simultaneous sense of acute hope and fear. The cold, bleak beach is littered with the large 
dark bodies of these majestic creatures while the community attempts to return them to the sea. When it 
seems like hope is lost the decision is made to leave the beach. However, Pai remains. She turns back to 
comfort the largest of the whales, stroking the wet black skin, giving the whale a hongi, sharing her breath. 
In order to save the whales, Pai mounts their leader, she kicks and the whale swims, far out into the deep 
ocean. Pai rides the whale into the sea, as Koro watches from the shore. Like the scenes in The Piano, 
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where Ada floats under the sea tethered to her piano, the sense of hope and fear for life are immensely 
affecting, intensely moving. The contrast between the small girl and the powerful creature is vast, and yet, 
underwater, the two become one. Although the experience with the whale leaves Pai near death, in a 
coma, she regains and is finally acknowledged by Koro as the new leader. Pai, like Paikea the ancient one, 
is saved by the whale as she saves him.       
 
The themes of ambivalence and loss are depicted in Whale Rider (as well as in The Piano and Once Were 
Warriors) through the contrasts between Māori/Pākehā, male/female, and rural/urban environments and 
also through the symbolism of child as protagonists and females in positions of leadership. In terms of 
the significance of the child in a leading role in these films, Jasmine Crittenden suggests that “the child 
embodies a conduit for the playing-out of adult, national and international socio-political tensions on 
screen – a shaky bridge between the country’s darkest fears and furtive hopes” (2015: 86). The child exists 
in a liminal space in society, representing the optimistic innocence of nostalgia in the time prior to the 
realism of adulthood. However, the children in these films are not simple characters. Rather, they stand at 
the intersection between optimism and pessimism. As Crittenden continues, “as much as these films 
present idealised protagonists, they simultaneously convey both fear and hope – the risk of existing in an 
inescapable, self-destructive cycle in which the development of a meaningful identity is next to 
impossible, and the promise that, through the child, history can be confronted and the future started 
anew” (2015: 89). This is certainly the case for Pai in Whale Rider. As Message writes: 
In centralizing the figure and point of view of Pai, [director Niki] Caro acknowledges that the 
adolescent girl is often appropriated as a symbol that signifies much more than what we see on 
the surface. While she signifies the transition and transcendence that is often associated with the 
stages of childhood and adolescence, Pai is, as such, also used as a symbol to evoke the 
intertwined concepts of innocence and experience. As a result of this, Whale Rider achieves an 
almost elegiac effect. (2003: 90) 
The child character is a paradoxical figure. Pai, like her counterparts Grace in Once Were Warriors and 
Flora in The Piano (as well as child characters in numerous other New Zealand films, including Boy and The 
Strength of Water, and television productions such as Top of the Lake), despite being young, Message writes, 
“is wiser and more knowing than the adult characters who share her screen space” (2003: 90). The 
boundary space occupied by these child characters is melancholy in that it is the space of most 
ambivalence. It is the space of contradiction, the space of contrast. The child, like the ghost, aesthetically 
symbolises this melancholy space. The child stands at the crossroads, stands at the gateway, on the brink 
between an innocent childhood and a tainted adulthood.       
 
The fact that Pai, Grace and Flora are all female characters adds a further dimension to the complexity of 
their symbolic significance. All three girls, significant daughters, are what Molloy calls “teller[s] of tales” 
(1999: 164). They are absorbed in the magical life surrounding them, again aesthetically representing the 
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divine or the liminal space between the magical nature of childhood and the reality of adulthood. 
However, what is crucial about the positioning of these female characters, as well as their mothers, in 
these films is the role they have in challenging conceptions of male dominance and the traditions of 
patriarchal society. In all three films, either explicitly or implicitly, a case is made to subvert what Marnina 
Gonick calls “the self-serving myth of male supremacy in transcultural narratives” (2010: 310). According 
to Ihimaera, author of The Whale Rider, “having a girl ride the whale – which is also a symbol of patriarchy 
– was my sneaky way of socking it to the guy thing” (quoted in Gonick 2003: 310). Similarly, Duff, author 
of Once Were Warriors, suggests that “Maori must own up to their own responsibility for their current 
predicament [and concludes that] only women ‘can bring about the changes in Maori society which their 
male counterparts won’t ever bring because they have no desire to’” (quoted in De Souza 2007: 19). The 
ways in which female characters are portrayed in these films further contributes to the construction of an 
aesthetic of melancholia. Women remain indicative of the unsettlement of colonial nationhood, 
representative of the land, dominated by male power. By inverting the relationship between male and 
female, these films draw our attention to the deep sense loss within the history of the place.  
 
This sense of loss, accompanied by ambivalence in many of these examples, is further exacerbated 
through the representation of sartorial elements. In Whale Rider, Pai’s clothes contribute to the liminality 
of her gendered position. Pai’s age already positions her as a liminal figure, on the cusp of childhood and 
adulthood, but her position in the narrative is also one of gender liminality. Her grandfather wants her to 
be a boy, does not believe that she has the capacity to carry on the family line because of the fact that she 
is a girl, despite her apparent capacity for precisely that role. The clothes Pai wears contribute to the 
fashioning of this ambivalent position. In one scene, Pai wears both a floral-patterned skirt, overtly 
feminine, with an over-sized red boy’s t-shirt. The juxtaposition of the gendered garments contributes to 
the positioning of Pai in metaphorical limbo. On the one occasion when she is dressed in traditional 
Māori kapa haka attire, piupiu (woven skirt), printed headband and ta moko (tattoo) drawn on her chin – 
definitively female – she is telling the story of her liminality, tears falling down her cheeks, her voice 
wavering with the words of her story. The way in which she is fashioned heightens the significance of her 
inability to be a boy, regardless of the fact that she has the capacity to be the leader her grandfather 
requires. In the whale stranding scenes, Pai is dressed in dark trousers and a pale green hand-knitted 
jersey. Her garments are decidedly gender-neutral, practical. She is wet; her trousers slick black and the 
short, wet curls of her hair outlining her face. Regardless of the garments she wears, floral skirts, piupiu or 
woollen jerseys and trousers, the ambivalence of her position is ever-present. Her gender sets her apart 
from the image of a leader her grandfather imagines, yet her actions demonstrate her affinity with 
precisely the sort of leadership her grandfather demands.  
 
As noted in chapter three, the presence of the haunted ambience and particularly dark aesthetic in New 
Zealand film was recognised by Sam Neill in his documentary The Cinema of Unease (1995). Neill’s 
	 112 
documentary portrayed New Zealand film in such a way as to emphasise the melancholy tone of the 
aesthetic. In relation to this documentary, Doris de Pont remarks that “through the use of a normative 
title and selective film content, Neill produced compelling confirmation of the veracity of our dark and 
melancholy identity […] now we looked at our films through black-tinted glasses” (2012: 36). Since the 
release of Neill’s production, the films of Aotearoa New Zealand have increasingly been understood as 
further contributing to the maintenance of an aesthetic identity steeped in melancholia. Molloy suggests 
that films can be read as “narrating the nation” (1999: 154). Films can be read as narrating the cultural 
identity of the nation, as well as the aesthetic. In the films of Aotearoa New Zealand, narratives continue 
to depict, consciously or not, Molloy notes, the “evocation of uncanny themes of merging, doubling, and 
the strange and threatening within the home” (1999: 154). Each of the films discussed here “appeals to a 
sense of nostalgia for a more innocent time; in each a colonial or imperial power, explicit or implicit, is 
the source of violence, corruption, and loss. Each challenges the usual tropes of nationhood, displacing 
the young male hero, and the figure of woman as mute ground to be defended, with a fierce and active 
female creativity” (Molloy 1999: 154). In so doing, these films, as well as those that have followed them, 
act to maintain a sense of melancholia within the aesthetic of Aotearoa New Zealand, and to ensure that 
it is a distinctive quality, indicative of the distinctiveness of the place.  
 
4.1.3 Cold as the grave, but beautiful 
The aesthetic of melancholia is illustrated in the static as well as the cinematic production of Aotearoa 
New Zealand. As Walker notes, the work of painter Colin McCahon embodies the sense of heaviness that 
is characteristic of the melancholia in the New Zealand aesthetic. For McCahon, it was the Otago 
landscape, a place of “splendour, and order and peace,” that was most influential to his work. His 
connection to the place was such that he famously spoke of his knowing that it was his life’s work “to 
communicate this vision and to invent a way to see it” (quoted in Simpson 1995: 163). Unlike other parts 
of New Zealand, for McCahon, “the landforms of North Otago suggest[ed] both age and permanence 
[…] a unique and lonely place” (Simpson 1995: 177).  
 
In Jim passes the northern beaches (1972), one of the many pieces McCahon painted in commemoration of his 
friend James K. Baxter, the significance of this landscape and the sense of loneliness within it is 
particularly clear. The painting, depicting a bare coast, with distant headland, moody sky and dark 
foreground evokes a sense of emptiness and loss. Peter Simpson notes that the explanation for the title of 
the work is that McCahon imagines Baxter’s “spirit as a bird flying past the northern beaches […] 
towards the leaping off point at Cape Reinga, in accordance with Maori belief” (1995: 160). The image, 
painted in back and brown on un-stretched natural jute canvas, is evocative in its memorialising of a 
friend, its reference to the ghostly spirit of this man, and its muted colour palette as symbolic of a wild 
and empty landscape. The symbolism of this painting became the central motif of much of McCahon’s 
work following Baxter’s death, particularly his Beach Walk series, a continuation of his memorial to 
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Baxter. The works are radically simple, abstract and rough, all painted on raw jute canvas. They are 
representative of the coming together of Christian faith and Māori spirituality, the friendship between 
men, the relationship between body and space, spirit and landscape. Baxter haunts the works as a benign 
presence, walking with McChaon between the divisions of belief, between the poles of life and death. 
McCahon’s visual portrayal in these works of his relationship both with Baxter and with the landscape in 
which they walk together is indicative of the connections both Pākehā and Māori have to the land, to the 
place in which we stand. Of an exhibition of the series McCahon remarked that it “looked cold as the 
grave, but beautiful” (quoted in Simpson 1995: 180). Certainly, there is a desperate beauty in the 
collection, despite its sombre tone.  
 
Of all the symbolic elements within McCahon’s work, it is the symbolism of light and dark that, Simpson 
notes, “more than any other element, links all the disparate phases of his career and the wide range of 
modes in which he worked” (1995: 164). In evoking this symbolism, one of the recurring symbols in 
McCahon’s opus is the light source, either in the form of candle, lamp or light bulb. In his 1943 painting, 
A Candle in a Dark Room, McCahon painted a lighted candle in a candlestick and suggested that it was “a 
portrait of a time and place” (quoted in Simpson 1995: 158). Interestingly, although the candle in this 
painting is lighted, as Simpson remarks, “the candle appears to be giving off not light but darkness, a 
blue-black pyramidal shadow. The implications of this are suggestive. Is the candle lighting up the 
surrounding darkness or is the room ‘dark’ because the candle is shedding darkness…?” (1995: 169-170). 
Whatever the precise meaning of this symbolism, the work questions the representative imagery of the 
light source that features so frequently in McCahon’s work. In reversing the illumination given by the 
candle McCahon produces an image of deep ambivalence and contrast. Like so much of McCahon’s 
work, the image is both cold and beautiful, haunted and alive, full of shadow and full of memory.  
 
The ultimate set of antitheses so central to the aesthetic of melancholia is of fundamental consequence to 
the aesthetics of visual art in Aotearoa New Zealand, whether on film or on canvas. New Zealand artists 
and film directors utilise the tropes of contrast, contradiction, and ambivalence to multiple ends and with 
remarkable effect, particularly with regards to the evocation of a profound sense of loss. What is of most 
significance about the recurring employment of such ambiguity of meaning and symbolism is the manner 
in which, regardless of method or mode of representation, this ambivalence so often contributes to the 
production of an enduring aesthetic of melancholia.     
 
4.2 Fashioning the Literary  
 
The aesthetic of melancholia is fashioned within the literary as well as the visual art forms of Aotearoa 
New Zealand. An excursion into the realms of literature and music further establishes the significance of 
sartorial representation in the production of this aesthetic in the context Aotearoa New Zealand. If a 
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particularly distinctive aesthetic is recognisable in several different cultural forms, then it is anticipated 
that this same aesthetic be visible in other forms of cultural artistic production. Thus, if an aesthetic of 
melancholia is identifiable in the film and painting of Aotearoa New Zealand, then we can expect to also 
find this aesthetic in the literature and music, and indeed the fashion, of this place.     
 
The elements central to the melancholia of New Zealand visual art, the use of black as well as the 
evocation of ambivalence and loss, also characterise much of the literary artistic production. Many of the 
most well-recognised texts in Aotearoa New Zealand are determined by a “fundamental dualism” 
(Benjamin 2009: 149), which points to a sense of unease and loss that permeates the stories of these texts. 
One of the clearest ways in which contrast and contradiction is aesthetically portrayed in literary texts is 
through the use of light and dark. However, as in the film of Aotearoa New Zealand, such contrasts 
extend to the ambivalence between the themes, particularly the connections and dis-connections between 
Māori/Pākehā, male/female, and rural/urban. While these contrasts play out in different ways in each of 
the examples discussed here, the fact of their deep ambiguity, as well as their depiction and evocation of a 
deep sense of loss, is crucial to their shared aesthetic of melancholia.    
 
4.2.1 Clouds of grey tulle 
The dress represented in New Zealand literature is, like that in New Zealand film, frequently defined by 
the colour black. The use of black is rendered melancholy when it is set in contrast to contradictory white 
and lightness. It is the duality that is crucial. As noted in chapter two, dress plays a significant role in the 
telling of literary narratives. For example, in Jane Mander’s 1920 novel Story of a New Zealand River, the 
darkness of the sartorial aesthetics acts to support and maintain the melancholy mood of the narrative. At 
the outset of the novel, protagonist Asia Roland and her mother Alice, on-board a river boat, are dressed 
in clothes distinctive in terms of their dark colours and sombre style. When the foreman Bruce first 
observes Alice on the punt he notes that “in spite of a hard black hat, and a rather ugly brown cloak, she 
was a young [lady] and very good-looking one too” (Mander 1920: 10). Asia’s hand is “lost in a dark blue 
mitten” and her face and “mischievous and inquiring blue eyes [are] haloed by a voluminous and floppy 
bonnet” (Mander 1920: 11). Like Ada and Flora in The Piano, Alice and Asia are dressed in these dark, dull 
colours and the quality of their garments swamp them, overpowering their beauty and swallowing their 
features, hands and bright eyes alike. The lightness of Asia’s eyes and the delicate coils of her mother’s 
chestnut hair are put into sharp relief by the heaviness of their dress.  
 
The contrast between the darkness of their dress and the lightness of their faces, their eyes, their hair, is 
crucial. The dark clothes Alice and Asia wear, those heavy dark garments positioned in contrast to the 
light of their faces and hands, speak of the losses the two have gone through to make this journey 
necessary. No longer women of the city, Alice and her daughter are travelling together into this dark and 
unknown new environment. The darkness of their dress fits within the darkness of the setting, 
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appropriate to the cold, the rain, the damp and the muted colours of the environment these characters 
find themselves in. The isolation of the environment is palpable; the mist in the air hangs low and heavy. 
The intense sense of desolation is remarked upon by Dorrie Harding, the schoolmaster’s wife, when she 
notes that Alice will “alter when she’s had a few weeks of that loneliness” (Mander 1920: 12). The 
representation of both Alice and Asia’s sartorial adornment fits the scene; it also contributes to the 
construction of an atmospheric image and a sense of ambivalence that determines the dis-comfort and 
dis-ease of the moment in which these characters are presented. By representing the dress in which Alice 
and Asia are adorned as paradoxical to their physical features, Mander builds an image steeped in 
ambivalence and loss. While Alice and Asia surely wear these dark, heavy clothes due to the precarious 
nature of their journey on the river and the need for practical, durable garments in the cold, wet weather, 
what is interesting is that the garments are illustrative of an implicit relationship between the characters 
and the landscape; the garments tell us more than the words themselves.    
 
Dark, heavy, sombre clothes and a dominance of the colour black also mark comments concerning 
sartorial adornment made by Lady Mary Anne Barker in her descriptions of early colonial New Zealand 
in Station Life in New Zealand (1870) and Station Amusements in New Zealand (1873). Upon arrival in New 
Zealand, one of the most revealing observations Barker makes with regards to dress is that Christchurch 
is dominated by “a most undue preponderance of black coats” (2010b: 22).18 While Barker scorns the lack 
of colour on both the Christchurch streets and ball rooms (and recommends the importing of pretty 
young things from the London scene in order to compensate for the overabundance of black on the 
young women of New Zealand) this preponderance of black is deeply significant in the fashioning of 
aesthetic identity in Aotearoa New Zealand. The primary reasoning given by Barker for the wearing of 
black is a simple matter of practicality. Seldom, if ever, does Barker mention a garment or outfit without 
simultaneously describing the conditions in which they are worn. The intertwining of representations of 
dress with representations of landscape is a common thread throughout Barker’s writing. The wind is too 
strong for the wide-brimmed hat. The bush is too rough for muslin. The tracks are too steep and slippery 
to traverse without first adhering nails or screws to the soles of one’s boots. In depicting dress and 
environment as such parallels, Barker draws clear connections between dress and Jennifer Craik’s 
conception of a “sense of place,” as well as to the particular fashioned aesthetic of that place. The ways in 
which Barker represents dress contributes to a sense of implicit melancholia in the aesthetic of the place. 
Indeed, much is made of contrasting details in dress and Barker frequently mentions the loss of garments 
due to accidents sustained on riding adventures. The landscape itself is also featured as a determinant 
feature of the type of dress required, as well as being depicted as an environment of unpredictability and 
contrast, evocative of a haunting sense of threat and loss.    
 
                                               
18 Jane Malthus confirms the fashionability of black in the late nineteenth century. She notes: “A report of a social 
fundraiser called at Ingleside, organised by the Oddfellows of Cromwell in December 1893, mentioned 42 women. 
Nineteen were wearing completely black outfits or enough black on their dress for it to be detailed” (2012: 77-78). 
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The connection between landscape and dress is fundamental to much New Zealand literature. Just as the 
landscape is full of contrasts, so too are the sartorial elements. It is precisely this sense of contrast that 
produces the aesthetic of melancholia in these texts. Indeed, there is a particular darkness of mood that 
saturates much of Mander’s River. However, this darkness is rendered significant, and redolent of the 
aesthetic of melancholia, only by way of its contrast with a simultaneous lightness. Just as the elements of 
fear and hope combine to produce a profound sense of melancholia, so too does the coming together of 
light and dark. The light in River is positioned as the crucial antithesis to highlight the implication of the 
dark, not only as a symbol of contrast but also as an indicator of the loss of light for which darkness 
stands. For example, in one of the most haunting passages in the novel, both light and dark are employed 
in the depiction of the landscape, so as to remind the reader of the fact that it is the contrast of one with 
the other, rather than simply the presence of darkness, that most compels the emotive resonance of 
melancholia. Mander writes:  
As Ross looked at [the gumfield] there grew into it the colours he had heard Asia speak about. 
Such gullies as it had deepened into the strong barbaric blues that the modern artist has 
rediscovered for the world. Its burnt slopes sprang to life in patches of purple and brown that 
seemed lit from within. For five minutes its colours stayed hot and crude, like jewels glowing over 
a furnace, and then a film crept out of the night and dulled them, like clouds of grey tulle spread 
over a gay and many coloured robe. As they faded out they left the wastes they had glorified more 
desolate than ever. (Mander 1920: 312) 
It is the change from light to dark, from sharp colour to faded grey, and the contrast between the two, the 
sense that they can exist simultaneously, both full of life and more desolate than ever, that conjures the 
feelings of loss and points to the aesthetic of melancholia. The loss of these colours is not only a 
momentary loss, leaving the wastelands more desolate than ever, it is also a loss of greater symbolic 
significance. The loss of these colours illustrates the loss that this landscape has experienced. It is a 
gumfield; its trees have been felled for colonial profit. The landscape has been burnt and plundered, the 
light that glorifies it lasts only moments, the reality of its desolation endures. The use of light and dark in 
this passage, and the way in which it evokes such depth of loss, provides strong evidence of the way in 
which tonal, sensorial contrast is able to effect emotional response. This passage is a rich and haunting 
response to the New Zealand landscape and offers a striking example of the ways in which the aesthetic 
of melancholia is produced and maintained as a crucial aspect of the New Zealand aesthetic.        
 
What is also intriguing about this passage is that it uses dress as a synonym for the landscape. The 
landscape itself becomes a fashion object. The clouds of grey tulle, like a cloak of darkness, are thrown 
metaphorically over the brightly coloured robe of the sun-lit gumfield. This depiction of the environment 
through the use of sartorial allegory points to the great symbolic value of clothes and acknowledges the 
role of dress as a distinctive story telling technique and as a visual indicator of the, as Carole Scott puts it, 
“point at which the natural and the human worlds touch” (1994: 70). The representation of landscape in 
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sartorial terms is indicative of the new materialism that brings the physical and the cultural together, not 
as binary contrasts but as interconnected and reflective of one another. Rather than acting as mere 
representation, this passage indicates the allegorical significance of dress as illustrative of narrative and 
crucial in the fashioning of cultural and aesthetic distinction.  
 
* 
    
The same sense of loss and of contrast between light and dark evident in Mander’s text is also manifest in 
the writing of Janet Frame, perhaps most evocatively in the opening passage of the first volume of her 
autobiography, To the Is-Land. Frame writes: “From the first place of liquid darkness, within the second 
place of air and light, I set down the following record with its mixture of fact and truths and memories of 
truths and its direction always towards the Third Place, where the starting point is myth” (1987: 9). This 
passage determines the tone of the text, establishing the significance of memory and myth to the telling of 
the story. It also introduces the theme of contradiction and references creation mythology. The world 
began in blackness; Frame’s first place is one of darkness. Papatūānuku and Ranginui are pushed apart, 
eternally separated by their children who bring light to the world; Frame’s second place is this one of air 
and light. It is in the Third Place, the melancholy liminal space between the light and the dark, that Frame 
resides and writes her account of memory and myth.     
 
There are also a number of other ways, beyond the evocation of light and dark, in which Frame’s writing 
is aesthetically melancholy. For instance, Sylvie Gambaudo points to the importance of the theme of 
death, in contrast to life, in Frame’s work, and the ways in which this theme determines the way in which 
Frame writes of loss. While literal death, in the sense of “cessation of life,” does feature frequently in 
both her autobiography and her fiction what is more prevalent, as Gambaudo notes, is the theme of 
death in “the sense of ‘bereavement,’ ‘loss,’ etc” (2012: 44). Gambaudo suggests that in Frame’s novel 
Faces in the Water she uses the protagonist/narrator Istina and the voices of multiple narrators to 
effectively stage “melancholia as a powerful agent of resistance to psychiatric codes of sanity” (2012: 
47).19 In her exploration of this concept Gambaudo writes specifically about the way in which the novel 
deals with the use of electro-convulsive therapy (ECT), the way the text is narratively organised, and the 
way in which Istina responds to psychiatric nursing. With regards to ECT, Gambaudo writes:  
The association of ECT with loss pervades the entire novel. Istina perceives the bed she must lie 
on to receive treatment as a “coffin”; the electric current induces in her sensations of 
disembodiment and dropping into darkness; ECT causes the loss of cognitive perception (the 
                                               
19 Frame was diagnosed with schizophrenia in 1945, following a mental breakdown and subsequent internment at 
Seacliff Mental Hospital in Dunedin. This diagnosis was later reversed when, in 1957, she was declared “sane” by 
doctors at London’s Maudsley Hospital. Following both diagnoses, Frame had difficulty reconciling herself with the 
determinants of her disorder. Her experiences feature strongly in her writing, as a vehicle through which she could 
gain some form of control over her own mind and the way in which it was perceived and treated.    
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sense of time, space, and self) and arouses feelings of grief the narrator cannot name; finally, 
ECT impairs Istina’s capacity to reconstruct any sense of self. (2012: 47)    
The same sense of loss underlies Frame’s writing, and Istina’s perception, of medical intervention by way 
of leucotomy. For Istina, “leucotomy will mean loss of intellect, loss of self, loss of agency, disability, and 
disempowerment” (Gambaudo 2012: 48). The loss endured during ECT will become permanent upon 
completion of the leucotomy and this knowledge instils in Istina a sense of terror, fear and, ironically 
(although unsurprisingly) exacerbates her madness rather than controlling or minimising it.    
 
Remarking upon the narrative organisation of the novel, Gambaudo notes that the lack of traditional 
narrative pattern or plot further contributes to the sense of dislocation. The way in which Istina as 
narrator/Frame as author constructs madness is unconventional, framed by intimate details, rather than 
major plot developments. Remembering herself prior to internment, Gambaudo writes, Istina describes 
herself “sitting ‘in the cemetery among the chrysanthemums bunched in their brownish water inside 
slime-coated jam jars,’ hiding used sanitary towels and left-over food in her room” (2012: 49). The 
cemetery, that place of emptiness, haunted by the ghosts of the past, is a place of solace for Frame just as 
it is for Istina. In the second volume of her autobiography, An Angel at my Table, Frame writes that “the 
Southern Cemetery at the top of the street […] had become my place to ‘be’, to think, to compose 
poems, my Dunedin equivalent of the ‘hill’ at Oamaru” (1987: 21). Frame also writes of her personal 
stowing of soiled sanitary pads in the drawers of her dressing-table, where she would keep them before 
throwing them among the tombstones at the cemetery. Both Istina and Frame surround themselves with 
objects indicating loss, death, and decay – including the stench of dried blood, reeking of the loss of 
bodily fluids – which contributes to the diagnosis of madness in both and to the construction of a deep 
sense of melancholia in the texts.  
 
Frame and Istina also both experience a deep ambivalence to the distinctions of sanity and insanity. 
Gambaudo notes that “‘madness’ and ‘sanity’ […] are signified in very similar ways” in Frame’s work and 
certainly, for Istina, “both sanity and insanity are contingent experiences that cannot be separated, as they 
both point to the loss of potential experiences” (2012: 53-55). The sense of loss that permeates Istina’s 
sense of both sanity and insanity works in such a way as to question and challenge accepted notions of 
madness and normalcy. As Gambaudo suggests, “Frame intentionally adopts a melancholic position as a 
challenge to conventional ideas about loss (psychoanalysis for example). But where melancholia is 
conventionally presented as failure to integrate the codes of socialization, Frame proposes the opposite, 
that melancholic structures can be used to oppose conventions and point to the possibility of a re-capture 
of experience” (2012: 58). In presenting such a challenge, Frame’s work goes beyond simple aesthetic 
reflection or representation and deeply engages with the concept of melancholia, not only aesthetically, 
but also structurally.  
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The fashioning of a particularly ghostly sense of liminality and loss is clear in the dress depicted in 
Frame’s writing. Before exploring how Frame represented clothes, it is important to note, as Anna Ball 
and others have done, that Frame considered herself, and therefore depicted herself in her work, as 
belonging to the margins, to the liminal space at the edges of society. While Frame’s sense of social 
exclusion was based on her childhood experiences, the ways in which she manifested this marginality was, 
as Ball notes, largely textual, in that “she is positioned at the border where communication and 
understanding between human beings breaks down” (2005: 6). The emphasis on language and 
communication in Frame’s writing, and in her sense of self, is explained by Ball in relation to her 
misdiagnosis with schizophrenia and the fact that throughout her life “she remained conscious of the fact 
that it was her writing that had saved her. Language and textuality therefore became a powerful means to 
define and control her sense of self” (2005: 6-7).20 Regardless of Frame’s position on the borders of 
acceptable society, she feels at home of the borders of her own mind, from which her writing stems. Ball 
suggests that the borderland Frame writes of “provides a place for her to imagine herself beyond the 
marginal, but […] does so by dissolving any secure social identity in favour of a language-based realm” 
(2005: 10). The marginal status that Frame carved out for herself is represented in her work through her 
very particular use of language and in her use of dress as symbolic technique.    
 
Throughout her work, Frame makes detailed mention of dress, largely in order to enhance a feeling of 
liminality, marginality or loss. Her fashioning of liminality is most evocative in her autobiography. For 
example, in the final chapter of the first volume, To the Is-Land, she writes:  
It is significant that the last chapter of this volume should deal with clothes, for it was around 
clothes that my life was suddenly centred, even as it had been years ago when I wore my velvet 
beastie gown, and as it had been during my school years when I lived trapped within a gray serge 
tunic. Appearance had always been important, and the appearance of others, their particular 
clothes, had brought a sense of comfort or of loss. (1987: 171)  
Frame’s recognition of appearance is clear throughout the text. However, the fact that she makes explicit 
reference to this recognition heightens its significance. The appearance of herself, and others, contributes 
to her feelings of “other-ness” and exclusion. Dress is deeply entwined with her memories (congealed or 
otherwise), and thus features as an important aspect of her material history. The velvet beastie gown, for 
example, is intimately linked with Frame’s first experiences of sadness. She remembers “wearing my most 
treasured possession, a golden velvet dress, which I named my ‘beastie’ dress” and notes:  
I remember a gray day when I stood by the gate and listened to the wind in the telegraph wires. I 
had my first conscious feeling of outside sadness. […] I felt a burden of sadness and loneliness as 
if something had happened or begun or I knew about it. […] In listening to the wind and its sad 
                                               
20 In 1951, whilst hospitalised at the Seacliff Lunatic Asylum, Frame was scheduled to undergo a full lobotomy. Just 
days before the procedure was due to be performed she won the Hubert Church Memorial Award (the most 
prestigious literary prize in New Zealand at the time) for her first book of short stories. This achievement is widely 
credited as the reason for the cancellation of the scheduled procedure.  
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song, I knew I was listening to a sadness that had no relation to me, which belonged to the 
world. (1987: 16-17) 
The contrast between Frame, in her golden velvet dress, her most treasured possession, and the sadness she 
experiences in the grey day, whilst listening to the wind, is poignant and vivid. The beauty assigned to the 
dress adds a particular beauty to the mournful sadness and sense of loss that Frame notes in the moaning 
of the wind. Frame stands on the threshold, in the metaphorical space of limbo, a child in a gateway (like 
Pai, Grace and Flora), and recognises her own emotion as one of liminality.     
 
With regards to the gray serge tunic, this garment plays a similarly important role in the development of 
Frame’s self-identity. At first, the dress was fine, close enough to the regulation tunic that it would not 
stand out too remarkably. She writes: “My school tunic arrived from Aunt Polly. It fitted closely, with two 
instead of three pleats, but I was satisfied enough to let Dad take my photo to send to Aunt Polly” (1987: 
106). However, as time goes by and her body continues to grow the tunic comes to represent more than 
the simple material garment it is. Describing the worries facing her at the start of a new school year, 
Frame writes that there were “the usual worries about money and an increasing worry for me about my 
school tunic, which was now too tight over my growing breasts but which had to last me until I left 
school” (1987: 123). At fourteen, Frame saw herself as bound by this uniform, her only clothing.  
My memory of myself contains now myself looking outward and myself looking within from 
without, developing the “view” that others might have, and because I was my body and its 
functions and that body was clothed during most waking hours in a dark gray serge tunic that I 
hated increasingly because it was far too tight now in the yoke, it was rough, scratchy material; 
and in long, black stockings with their sealing effect; and in blouses, pure white in summer, grey 
flannel in winter, all with cuffs buttoned tightly over my wrists and pointed collars closing with 
pearl buttons high upon my neck, completing the seal; in the black shoes laced in complete 
capture of my feet; in the regulation gloves, hat or beret; and, as a final imprisonment, in the red 
and black tie knotted around my neck and the green Gibson House Girdle also specially knotted 
around my waist, because of these clothes I saw myself as powerlessly in harness. (1987: 143-144)    
Not only is the tunic physically restrictive but it is also a metaphorical form of constraint. The uniform 
secures Frame in the liminal space defined by her school-girl status. Her father does not allow her the 
corset and brassiere for which she pleads, and which would symbolise her acceptance within the school 
Group, as well as her growing into adulthood (1987: 138). The family cannot afford for the girls to have 
clothes other than their uniforms, so even when they are not at school – when they are milking the cows 
or climbing the hills – they are caught in the tunic-bound space of teenage-hood.  
 
In the final chapter of her second volume, An Angel at my Table, it is again clothes that mark Frame as 
different. Days before her departure home to England (a place she has never visited), Fame stays with her 
Aunt Polly – “the clever dressmaker” (1987: 187) – and Uncle Vere. As soon as she arrives in Petone, 
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Aunt Polly remarks upon her attire: “What on earth are you wearing that horrible cardigan for? It’s far 
too big and its an awful colour, it’s just no colour at all. You look like a piece of earth or something, 
wearing it. And you can see your whole shape through your skirt!” (1987: 187). Despite Frame’s 
protestations in defence of the cardigan, which she had proudly knitted herself, Aunt Polly simply 
declares, “It’s drab” (1987: 188). Frame’s aunts Elise and Joy are similarly critical of her clothes and they 
insist upon buying her a “warm brown coat” not only to keep her warm in the northern winter but also to 
make her look “smarter.” Thankfully, Aunt Polly approved of the new coat, noting that “at least it covers 
up that awful jacket” (1987: 189). Clothes play a vital role in positioning Frame on the outskirts of society, 
in the liminal space between the madness of the asylum that she once inhabited and the normality of social 
life. The clothes she wears represent this liminal position, this metaphorical limbo. However, they also 
symbolise Frame’s autonomy and thus the strength of her self-determination despite her marginalisation.     
 
In Frame’s writing, the connections between loss and dress become clear. Through dress, and the lack of 
appropriate clothes, Frame recognises her own marginal status in society, her “other-ness.” However, 
clothes also feature as poignant emissaries of death and loss. When, in To the Is-Land, Frame’s eldest sister 
Myrtle drowns whilst swimming it is only when Frame realises that “she was never coming home again to 
wear her clothes” that she finally comprehends the finality of the death. The fact of her never again 
wearing the clothes that she so loved is an evocative reminder that she is lost, that she is forever gone. 
When, in An Angel at my Table, Frame’s sister Isabel also drowns – “Family tragedy of ten years ago 
repeated” (1987: 88) – it is similarly the fact of her clothes never being worn again that strikes Frame as 
most affecting. Having gone on a long-dreamed-of holiday with their mother, Isabel was already missed. 
Frame writes: “We missed her endless preparations for this and that, seeing to clothes, lengthening or 
shortening hems, trying to mend shoes, giving her frank opinions on everything and everyone; and 
imagining what her ‘future’ would be” (1987: 87). Following her death, it was these everyday aspects that 
most clearly indicated the permanence of her loss. Frame writes: 
Once again our grief and tears fitted into the familiar pattern, as the ordinary objects became the 
most poignant: the unfinished sewing, the undone hems of summer dresses, Isabel’s new “jiffy” 
coat, a short coat with wide sleeves in fashion at the time, the white summer shoes lying in the 
middle of the bedroom where they’d been dropped the day she left for her holiday. (1987: 89) 
The loss of her sister is emphasised by the things left behind. Of particular significance are the clothes, 
inscribed with her bodily trace. The clothes of the dead, as noted in chapter two, are stained with life. 
Thus, encountering the clothes of a loved one after their death elicits a very particular emotional 
response. For Frame, the sense of loss imbued in the clothes discarded and left behind by her sister is 
crucial. In representing the clothes as such, Frame contributes to the fashioning of an aesthetic of 
melancholia within her text as well as to the evocation of an emotional response in her reader.   
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4.2.2 Caught in unstable currents 
Just as Mander’s and Frame’s depictions of ambivalence and loss produce an aesthetic of melancholia, so 
too does the writing of Keri Hulme. Since publication in 1984, Hulme’s novel The Bone People has become, 
like Campion’s The Piano, an internationally-recognised touchstone of the particular aesthetic of Aotearoa 
New Zealand, claimed as representative of the distinctive cultural identity of the place (Mercer 2009). 
That it is a deeply melancholy text contributes to the contention that the cultural identity, and concurrent 
aesthetic identity, of Aotearoa New Zealand is characterised by an undercurrent of melancholia. Hulme 
invokes many of the characteristics of melancholia throughout her novel. There is a fundamental sense of 
ambivalence determined through the use of light and dark and the layers of unease between love/hate, 
threat/safety, homeliness/unhomeliness, fear/contentment. There is also an overwhelming sense of loss 
haunting the work, including each of the characters and their encounters with the ghosts of their pasts.  
 
The ways in which Hulme constructs her collection of contrasts are many. First, she uses the symbolism 
of light and dark in a number of contexts. For example, Simon/Himona (the child with two names) is, as 
Antje M. Rauwerda writes, “a white-skinned, blond-haired, blue-eyed child who represents both the 
Pakeha (white) colonist in a national, postcolonial allegory and, paradoxically, a Maori god” (2005: 23). 
Simon/Himona is the brat, the “smart little bastard” (1987: 22), the “ratbag child” (1984: 23), the 
“gutterswipe” (1984: 27), the “contrary little sod” (1984: 29), the “sullen little creep” (1984: 53) but he is 
also “Simon the shadowed” (1984: 96), the “sunchild” (1984: 214), the “golden boy” (1984: 362), the 
“strange child, Simon gargoyle, an unknown quantity in so many ways” (1984: 383). He is a boy full of 
secret haunting and he draws the three characters, the bone people, together in the mystery of his mute 
opacity. Kerewin’s claims to be “all Maori,” sit at odds with her having mainly European heritage. Joe 
may be fully genetically Māori but he is far less in touch with Māori spirituality or cultural identity than 
Kerewin. The contrast between the different heritage of these three primary characters is allegorically 
symbolic of the transformative cultural nature of the story Hulme recounts. Rauwerda suggests that 
“Hulme addresses colonialism’s legacy by presenting a postcolonial allegory in which Simon stands for all 
things Pakeha, Joe […] for all things Maori and Kerewin for something midway between the two” (2005: 
24). While these distinctions certainly contribute to the collection of contrasts the novel presents, what is 
of more significance in relation to the production of the aesthetic of melancholia is the manner in which 
the novel, as Gay Wilentz notes, “displaces binary oppositions” (1995: 128). It is the liminal, ambivalent, 
melancholy space between the contrasts that Hulme is most interested and committed to exploring.  
 
The contrasts between of the characters, and the sense of ambivalence in the space between them, are 
reflected in the contrasts between their respective environments and homes. Kerewin’s Tower is darkly 
medieval, a gothic edifice filled with shadows and flickering light filtered through stained glass windows 
or cast from another built-up fire. In contrast, the state house shared by Simon and Joe is neat, bare and 
light. “The hallway was dim, an unshaded bulb dangling from the ceiling. […] The kitchen is gas-heated, 
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square and bare, almost institutional in its unadorned plainness” (Hulme 1984: 94). Kerewin asks herself 
“What’s strange? No pictures, no flowers, no knickknacks I can see? Maybe, but not all homes have that 
sort of thing. Is it the barren cleanliness, the look of almost poverty?” (1984: 95). The barren setting 
leaves Kerewin with a sense of unease. The only colour she sees in the house, besides the “inquisitive 
green” of the caged budgie in the kitchen, is the bright coverlet on Simon’s bed, “made of squares of 
crocheted wool; all colours, orange and violet, scarlet and shocking pink and vermillion, cornflower blue 
and sunflower yellow and lime-leaf green” (1984: 97). In contrast to the cosy darkness of her tower, the 
state house is “antiseptically clean,” empty and stark. Kerewin concludes: “That’s one thing – everything 
is so drear. Small wonder the brat escapes twice weekly” (1984: 97).  
 
As the novel progresses, this contrast undergoes something of a transference. Kerewin visits the house 
and helps Joe cut Simon’s hair. “The kitchen is warm, but the air is thick; smells of burnt fat, and 
underlying stink of coal gas. Yet with people in it, the kitchen is a friendly and comfortable room, she 
decides, and she remembers her first impression of it. Spartan it may be, but at the moment, the very 
bareness emphasizes the companionship between her and the man, and the boy” (1984: 329). Returning 
home, “the Tower seems as cold and ascetical as a tombstone. Me silent dank grave. And mere months 
ago, they were the ones who lived in a chilly institutional hutch… what’s happened? She asks herself, 
grieving. Even my home is turning against me” (1984: 330). As Mercer puts it, “Kerewin’s psychic 
dissolution is suggested by her increasing estrangement from a space that was once homely but which she 
has come to think of as a prison” (2009: 117). The place that was once homely becomes unhomely – the 
ultimate in uncanny transference. Simon’s home is also the place of violence and thus home becomes a 
liminal place of both love and horror, fear and relived trauma. Like the love and hate that binds Joe and 
Simon, Kerewin becomes embroiled in the intimate space between them, a symbol of both their love and 
their anger.  
 
Throughout the novel, a profound sense of loss permeates the narrative. Simon/Himona is classified by 
Joe as “some jetsam,” a lost creature washed up on the shore after a boat wreak during a terrific out of 
season storm (1984: 63). The boy’s parents – assumed to have been on the boat that went down – were 
never recovered. He was lost, but found. He carries the loss of his parents with him. Joe too has 
experienced immense loss. Not long after the adoption of this lost boy, Joe lost his wife and baby son to 
influenza. Kerewin remarks upon an “inward corroding bitterness” she sees in Joe, a “carelessness of life, 
an abandonment, death of wife and death of him” (1984: 63). Kerewin is also marked by loss and her 
status as a marginal character. She is neither fully Māori nor Pākehā, neither heterosexual nor 
homosexual, as defines herself as sexually “neuter.” She is isolated both physically, on the outskirts of 
town, holed up in her otherworldly tower, and emotionally, estranged from her family. She is also 
spiritually uneasy, having lost her ability to paint and thus become deeply unsettled in her inner life. She 
tells Joe: “Something has died. Isn’t there now. I can’t paint. […] I am dead inside” (1984: 321). These 
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losses are frequently represented in the figure of the ghost and the ways in which these three characters 
are haunted. Mercer writes that the novel, 
[Is] filled with disembodied voices, spectral imagery, the return of the dead in dreams, and actual 
ghosts. Kerewin is haunted by indigenous ghosts and disembodied Maori voices which seem to 
point to a stable cultural identity while also suggesting its tenuous nature. Her bach at Moerangi 
harbours a ghostly “brown man with blue lines across his face” and the hut in the MacKenzie 
Country is visited by a similarly “browned and lined” person whose age, sex and race are 
“indeterminate” […] it remains unclear whether this creature with its gruesome chuckle like “a 
croupy bubbling wet-level version of its speaking voice” is an actual ghost, a drug-induced vision 
or a real person. (2009: 116) 
The ghosts of the novel lie under the surface, yet they frequently penetrate into the dreamscape of reality. 
As noted in chapter three, Kerewin encounters the ghost when she is close to death and it is unclear 
whether this ghost is real, or an imagined figment of her fevered state. What is clear is that the ghost is 
indicative of the liminal space in which she herself lies, between life and death. In presenting the ghost as 
such, the boundary between real and imagined, dreamed and lived becomes confused. No longer are 
these binary contrasts separate, but rather, they are linked, bound together in ambivalent embrace. The 
presence of these ghosts and their haunting, along with the great symbolism of contrast and 
contradiction, and the pervading sense of loss contributes to making this novel deeply and profoundly 
indicative of the aesthetic of melancholia.  
 
* 
 
While artists are frequently influenced by the unique landscape of their environment, poets seem to 
reference their surroundings most affectingly of all. For James K. Baxter, like McCahon, it was the 
landscape of Otago in the south of Aotearoa New Zealand that acted as “both a solace and a challenge” 
(Simpson 1995: 163). He remarked that “the bare coast between Dunedin and Taireri mouth […] 
provided a great store of images that could later enter my poems” (Simpson 1995: 163). Interestingly, 
Simpson notes that McCahon “recognised in Baxter the dark and melancholy streak of personality which 
rendered so much of his work death-haunted and sombre in mood from the very beginning” (1995: 169). 
However, while Baxter’s personality certainly affected the mood of his work, his poetic style cannot be 
attributed merely to the vagaries of his disposition. Rather, the landscape of his formative years, and his 
experience of this landscape, shaped his work irrevocably. The wild, southern coastal landscape of 
Baxter’s childhood and early career permeates his oeuvre. The details of the landscape: the texture, smells, 
sounds and temperatures, all feature in his work. As noted in chapter three, an early work of Baxter’s, O 
Wind Blowing (1943), mentions “the sodden pines,” the sound of the wind and the sea, “rotted needles” 
and “hyacinths blooming.” Similarly, in a later work, entitled The Bay (1948), Baxter writes: 
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 The carved cliffs and the great outcrying surf 
With currents round the rocks and birds rising. 
A thousand times an hour is torn across 
And burned for the sake of going on living. 
But I remember the bay that never was 
And stand like stone and cannot turn away.   
Both examples are indicative of the aesthetic of melancholia within Baxter’s writing. He includes the 
contradiction central to melancholia, the juxtaposition between decay and life, and the loss that this 
entails. The Bay particularly is tainted by memory, saturated by the lost past. The beachscape is clear. We 
can hear the surf, the crying birds; we can see the cliffs, can feel the time in which we see something that 
is not what it seems. The loss of something that never was is rich within Baxter’s words.  
 
In one of the last poems Baxter wrote before his death in 1972, A Pair of Sandals, he makes interesting 
sartorial mention of shoes, pants and jacket. While he mentions the landscape and the weather – the 
“dark, the cold […] the river fog” – what it most interesting is that he begins the poem with reference to 
clothes. These garments, more than anything else, speak of his recognition of his own imminent 
disintegration, the loss of his body and life. The poem reads: 
 A pair of sandals, old black pants 
 And leather coat – I must go, my friends, 
 Into the dark, the cold, the first beginning 
 Where the ribs of the ancestors are the rafters 
 Of a meeting house – windows broken 
 And the floor white with bird dung – in there 
 The ghosts gather who will instruct me 
 And when the river fog rises 
 Te re rite tonu te Atua –  
 The sun who is like my Lord  
 Will warm my bones, and his arrows 
 Will pierce to the centre of the shapeless clay of the mind. 
  Hemi.  
Paul Millar suggests that Baxter, in this work, at the end of his life, “has become a hollow man, an empty 
meeting house” (2001). Spiritually and emotionally, Baxter has faded, become empty, broken. The poem 
references Māori iconography (the ancestors as the rafters of the meeting house) as well as Māori 
mythology, with the ghosts gathering, coming for Baxter and transforming him into Hemi te Tutua – Jim 
(James) the Nobody. The poem includes the characteristics of melancholia: the contrast between light and 
dark, warm and cold; the emptiness of unnameable loss; the disconnection between the world of the 
living and that of the dead, between the mortal and the immortal. The representation of garments in the 
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first lines contribute to the fashioning of this aesthetic. They tell of a leave-taking; they are the garments 
of death. The pants, old and black, are the only trousers to ever be required again, for they are the ones to 
be worn by Hemi as he joins the ghosts, taken from the mortal realm, enrobed in the clothes of the past.  
 
4.2.3 There’s a hole in the river 
The aesthetic of melancholia is clearly recognisable in the visual and literary artistic production of 
Aotearoa New Zealand. In contrast, the musical aesthetics of Aotearoa New Zealand do not immediately 
appear indicative of this same sense of melancholia. However, if one listens more deeply, beneath the 
surface of the harmonious melodies, the strands of melancholia, encompassing both ambivalence and 
loss, are as clear in the aural aesthetics as in the textual and visual aesthetics of New Zealand. The New 
Zealand musician Walker points to in relation to the heavy, ominous aesthetic is Neil Finn. In addition to 
Finn’s popular music, there is also great historical resonance with melancholia in both traditional forms of 
Māori music as well as other forms of contemporary New Zealand music. By beginning with Finn’s work, 
it is possible to see the ways in which his sound is influenced by an established sense of melancholia 
within the music of Aotearoa New Zealand, as well as to see how this sound is connected to the cultural 
beliefs and affiliations of the people and the landscape of this place.     
 
While Finn’s music may not appear to be heavy in the same way that works such as The Piano and The 
Bone People are, it nevertheless evokes a sense of melancholia beneath the surface of uplifting melody.21 As 
Todd Leopold notes, “there’s always been a duality in Neil Finn’s songs for Crowded House. They have 
hook-laden, even sprightly melodies, but the sentiments expressed in the lyrics are often anything but: 
‘There’s a hole in the river’ […] ‘You better be home soon’” (2007). As Leopold continues, “even the 
group’s biggest hit, ‘Don’t Dream It’s Over,’ combines the shadow of melancholy with a hopeful, 
singalong chorus” (2007). Finn himself acknowledges that he is “naturally inclined toward lyrics that 
explore melancholy.” However, he also notes that “there’s a hopefulness, too” (quoted in Leopold 2007). 
The sense of hopefulness Finn explores contributes to the construction of the melancholy tone of his 
music. Without the hopefulness against which to contrast the sense of loss within the lyrics of his songs, 
the tone would surely be desolate and sombre, but it is the contrasting sense of hope that gives the music 
its sense of melancholia. 
                                               
21 Interestingly, Crowded House is ambiguously positioned as both an Australian and a New Zealand band. Ben 
Cuzzupe, notes that “Neil Finn may be a New Zealander but the Woodface album was made in Melbourne and […] 
earns its place in Australian pop culture” (2014). By contrast, Bill Deyoung claims that Crowded House is a New 
Zealand band, writing that “New Zealand’s Crowded House made one of the best, most enduring pop/rock albums 
of the 1990s […] Woodface is a masterpiece of emotive songwriting, evocative singing and exceptional playing” 
(2015). This indistinct national affiliation (similar to The Piano) makes it difficult to assign the melancholy aesthetic of 
the sound directly, solely, and unambiguously to Aotearoa New Zealand. There must also be a degree of melancholy 
within the Australian, or at least the Melbourne, aesthetic, from which this album emerged. However, while this is 
important, it is also significant to note that Neil Finn, along with his brother Tim, wrote the entirety of the album 
and thus imbue it with what Deyoung calls, “that unmistakable Finn melancholy” (2015). They may have produced 
and released the Woodface album in Melbourne yet the influence of Aotearoa New Zealand is deeply embedded in 
the aural aesthetic of the band and the Finn’s themselves.      
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The melancholia within Finn’s music has been noted by Ben Cuzzupe, who suggests that the song “Fall at 
Your Feet” is a “melancholic Antipodean wonder” (2014). In describing the tone of the band’s distinctive 
sound, Cuzzupe resorts to a second-hand allegory. He quotes the words of journalist Peter Paphaides, 
who, in the liner notes of Crowded House’s 1996 Greatest Hits record, Recurring Dream, told a story 
about Spike Milligan in order to describe the music: 
[Spike] once recalled how he was in the throes of a nervous breakdown. Alone in bed and crying 
uncontrollably, he noticed his baby daughter walking towards his bed, arms outstretched. In her 
hand was a glass of water. […] She wanted to give something. Something to make it alright. This 
was all she could find. A while ago someone asked me to sum up the music of Crowded House. 
For some reason, I responded with that tale – perhaps because it’s simultaneously the saddest 
and most uplifting thing I’ve ever heard. (Cuzzupe 2014) 
In Finn’s own words, the song “Fall at Your Feet” is about “that moment post a conflict or a struggle, 
when you sense a great sadness in the person you’re with […] when you want to offer yourself as some 
kind of sounding board or a weeping wall. You want to take all their sadness, especially if you’ve been 
responsible for some of it” (Cuzzupe 2014). Milligan’s tiny daughter wanted to offer something to her 
father. Finn represents this same moment of sadness and love in his music. It is in capturing these two 
emotions, these contradictory elements of human response, that Finn constructs the aesthetic of 
melancholia within the sound of his music.          
 
The aesthetic of melancholia within Finn’s music is interesting in that it suggests a greater aesthetic of 
melancholia throughout the musical landscape of Aotearoa New Zealand. There is reason to assert that 
the melancholia of New Zealand music extends further than the 1990s pop tunes of Crowded House. For 
example, the reggae sounds of resistance are greatly influential to the sound-scape of Aotearoa New 
Zealand, and the messages of Rastafari within such music are steeped in the experiences of loss that 
determine the Rasta struggle for self-determination. When Bob Marley toured the country in 1979, 
bringing with him not only the visual aesthetics of Rasta, but also his music, the lyrics of which called for 
resistance to, and freedom from, the dominant culture, his words resonated, especially with Māori and 
Pasifika peoples, who felt that the word of Rasta was far more akin to Māoritanga and Pasifika cultures 
than that of the white Christian majority. As one young Māori put it: “Christianity is all screwed up ’cause 
it’s backed by the system. Rasta and Māoritanga go much deeper” (quoted in Bensemann 1980: 16). The 
lyrics of reggae speak of the loss of land, the loss of Ethiopia, the loss of culture and the domination of 
the white man of “Babylon.” While Māori were not familiar with the African homeland reggae mentions, 
they had experienced the losses that accompany the colonial project, both the loss of land, and the loss of 
culture. Like Finn’s music, reggae does not immediately sound like what we may expect the aesthetic of 
melancholia to sound like. However, listening more closely it is possible to hear the ambivalence and the 
feeling of loss the reggae lyrics invoke, beneath the shimmering beat.       
 
	 128 
Finally, and perhaps most significantly in terms of a sound of melancholia, Māori waiata (song) is mournful, 
deeply melancholy. In The Piano, as Ada and Flora are leaving the beach for the final time, they are seen 
off by a Māori woman – dressed in dark red gown and black top hat, the colonial garments of the Pākehā 
settlers – singing waiata as the waka (boat) is pushed into the sea. The broad expanse of the beach fills 
with her haunting call. Her trembling voice marks the moment of departure, indicating hope but also 
foreboding, resonant of potential sadness, as well as joy. In Whale Rider, when Pai’s family realise that she 
has gone into the ocean on the back of the whale, her grandmother wails, her crying voice calling for Pai 
across the dark beach. As preparations are made to launch a boat to find Pai, the rest of the family sing, 
calling out to Pai and willing her return. Their voices echo over the sand and out into the water, haunting 
the beach and the sea with the sounds of loss and hope. In the novel Once Were Warriors, author Duff 
delicately describes the experience of hearing waiata. While the occasion Duff recounts is a funeral, the 
tone of waiata frequently evokes the same sense of melancholia, regardless of the circumstances in which 
it is heard. Duff writes: 
The speaker breaking into a waiata, lament for something precious lost. Others joining in. And so 
collectively compelling they had a wretched mother’s head lifting… Drawn to it…three, four… 
eight ofem. Chanting. The notes hardly changing. Yet sad as anything Beth’d ever heard. 
Melancholy, that’s it… Beth listening quite intently now… Hei tuupoho ake te wahine a tangi aurere 
nei: Making glad the hearts of women who bitterly lament…The waiata continuing its rolling rhythmic 
throb. Quarter-tone. That’s what a woman remembered from somewhere as this style of singing. 
So moving. (1995: 117; original emphasis) 
Reading Duff’s description gives one a sense of the affecting experience of the waiata. However, it is only 
upon hearing it, surrounded by the wavering voices of women chanting the lament, that one understands 
the full sense of haunting melancholy that makes the hairs on the back of one’s neck stand up on end.  
 
Interestingly, the moving nature of the waiata was noted by explorers upon arrival to New Zealand in the 
eighteenth century. Vanessa Agnew notes that the voyagers “found Maori singing and dance unexpectedly 
affecting” (2008: 97). She remarks that while the voyagers may have found the haka “hard to interpret – 
sometimes it seemed to be a gesture of furious welcome, other times a prelude to attack – they thought 
that the ‘war dance’ was perfectly suited to its purposes” (2008: 97). They felt the same about the Māori 
“mourning song.” Agnew writes particularly of how they were “struck by how moving it was” (2008: 97). 
The value of this response cannot be underestimated. It was because of the sophistication of Māori music 
that naturalist Georg Forster affirmed that, “the taste for music of the New Zeelanders, and their 
superiority in this respect to other nations in the South Seas, are to me stronger proofs, in favour of the 
heart, than all the idle eloquence of philosophers in their cabinets can invalidate” (quoted in Agnew 2008: 
97). The response to Māori music complicated preconceived notions of Māori as a race. According to 
Forster and James Burney, that fact that Māori (and Tongans) were simple people yet with unaccountably 
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and surprisingly complex music “destabilized a number of intellectual edifices, including the hierarchical 
ordering of uncultivated peoples and Europe as the true home of invention” (Agnew 2008: 99).  
 
Waiata, or Māori mourning song, is akin in many ways to lament. As Ilit Ferber notes, lament is the 
notion “which Benjamin conceives as an embodiment of the association between sorrow and language” 
(2013: 142). Lament is that which brings language and feeling together. Waiata is one of the most 
significant forms of Māori cultural expression. Consistently called upon to lament the death of a loved 
one during tangi (funeral), waiata is also frequently intoned at hui (meeting) in respect to the ancestors. 
While Ferber suggests that “lament is always silent. Lament is the silent partner of music […] it cannot be 
sung; it can only be received in hearing” (2013: 149), I argue that Māori waiata, sung in order for those 
who hear it to mourn, is lament in pure form. The symbolism of the lament, a deeply melancholy form of 
musical countenance, is a crucial aspect of Māori culture and a deeply significant element of the aesthetic 
identity of Aotearoa New Zealand. Ferber contends that the lament is “the liminal entity that stands 
between the sounds of nature and the production of music; it is the form of expression that symbolizes 
the inherent lacuna in language, grounded in sorrow” (2013: 148). Hearing the lament of the waiata the 
listener is struck, like Beth in Once Were Warriors, by the sound of haunting melancholy that evokes the 
presence of the one who has just been lost as well as all those who have ever been lost. A cultural history 
of loss is embodied in the echo of the resonant waiata.   
 
The aesthetic of melancholia in the visual, textual, and aural art of Aotearoa New Zealand is an aesthetic 
of ambivalence and it is an aesthetic of loss. These two points are those at which the heaviness of cultural 
history comes together, along the fault lines in unison to produce a sense of shared cultural identity and 
of shared aesthetic identity. This aesthetic identity may not appear evident at first glance, yet by watching, 
reading, listening with care, one hears the irregular beat that whispers of melancholia.      
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CHAPTER 5. 
Fashioning the paradox: Out of the shadows   
 
But loss is a precious stone to me, a nectar  
Distilled in time, preaching the truth of winter  
To the fallen heart that does not cease to fall. 
- James K. Baxter, 1949 
 
This chapter, as a culmination of those that have gone before, examines melancholia – the ambivalence 
and the loss – within New Zealand fashion. Where in the preceding chapter I considered melancholia 
within the formal culture of Aotearoa New Zealand, and representations of dress in these examples, in 
this chapter I explore the aesthetics of melancholia with specific reference to designer fashion. The 
designer fashion industry emerged in Aotearoa New Zealand at a very particular historical moment, into a 
very specific economic and political climate, and this has played an important role in shaping the industry. 
By considering the state of the contemporary fashion system, it is possible to situate the New Zealand 
industry within a global context, and to read the dynamics of the local industry from a nuanced and 
interrelated perspective. By considering what this fashion looks like and how it is represented in design 
imagery, it is possible to draw conclusions as to the ways in which aesthetic modes contribute to the 
production of national narratives and cultural identities. While this chapter explores the aesthetics of New 
Zealand fashion (through styled campaign images), and the distinctive quality of melancholia within this 
form, it does so not simply to identify a national style or character. Rather, in this chapter, like the 
previous chapters, I am interested in identifying this aesthetic characteristic in order to read what it tells 
us about connections between the history, culture and aesthetics of place. 
 
As posited in chapter two, fashion is uniquely positioned in relation to melancholia. The distinctive 
relationship fashion has to time, the body, and death means that it is a form of material culture steeped in 
contrast, contradiction, and a profound sense of loss. Many theorists, including Jean Baudrillard, 
Elizabeth Wilson, Caroline Evans and Rebecca Arnold attest to the ambivalence of fashion. Wilson, for 
example, suggests that fashion is bound in the ambivalence “of contradictory and irreconcilable desires 
[…] the daring of fashion speaks dread as well as desire […] the shell of chic, the aura of glamour, always 
hides a wound” (1985: 246). Fashion, conceived of as such, can thus reveal, as Arnold argues, “both our 
desires and [our] anxieties” (2001: xiv). The concept of ambivalence is particularly important in this 
conception of fashion since, as Zygmunt Bauman writes, we experience ambivalence “as discomfort and 
a threat [because it] confounds calculations of events and confuses the relevance of memorialized action 
patterns” (1991: 2). The ambivalence of fashion contributes both to the melancholia of the form and to 
the ability of fashion to rupture conventional narratives of history. This potential for rupture is what 
Bauman calls the “horror of indetermination,” the threat of ambiguity by which clear distinctions and 
classifications are indeterminable (2001: 56). Fashion embodies this threat in that its meanings are often 
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unclear; its familiarity frequently conceals a sense of unfamiliarity, or uncanny – the loss of the familiar. 
The melancholia of fashion – comprising such ambivalence and loss – confers upon fashion the potential 
to expose alternative historical narratives and identifications, and thus the capacity to reveal more 
nuanced understandings of both history and place.    
 
A deep melancholia is not only present in the structure of fashion. In the context of Aotearoa New 
Zealand, it is also recognisable within the aesthetics of fashion. As the previous chapters have made clear, 
a deep ripple of melancholia runs throughout much of New Zealand’s cultural history and aesthetic 
expression. This aesthetic quality characterises a number of examples of visual art, literature and musical 
production. Just as this aesthetic is replicated across these different artistic genres, so too is it recognisable 
in New Zealand’s sartorial fashion. Like painting, film, literature or music, fashion is a form of cultural 
production infused with the atmosphere of the place, and the historical experiences of the people. That 
this melancholia runs through the aesthetic production of Aotearoa New Zealand indicates its 
significance to the cultural and aesthetic identities of this place and its people. By considering this sense 
of melancholia within New Zealand fashion – the industry and the aesthetic – this chapter demonstrates 
the constitutive nature of this aesthetic quality within the sartorial fashion of Aotearoa New Zealand and 
the ways in which fashion reflects cultural history and participates in the fashioning of national cultural 
and aesthetic identities.        
 
5.1 The melancholia of the industry  
 
In early 2016, Italian fashion journalist Angelo Flaccavento published an article in Business of Fashion 
entitled “Couture’s Melancholia,” in which he outlined what he recognised as a deep-seated aura of 
melancholia within contemporary haute couture. He observed: 
A thick patina of melancholia has formed over the brief haute couture week in Paris, as if we 
were witnessing the remnants of a fast-fading world desperately trying to adapt to a brutally new 
reality. It was not about how beauty, dreams, poetry, impossibly high craftsmanship and luxury 
that transcends the passing of time – all values associated with haute couture – can be made 
relevant amidst a state of global turmoil with the world dancing more and more frantically over 
the edge. […] Rather, the problem is that most of these qualities were actually lacking in many 
couture shows. (2016) 
Flaccavento suggests that the problem at the heart of the industry, the sense in which the magic of 
couture is missing, comes from the times in which we are living, times that no longer value the qualities 
of beauty and poetry upon which couture is fundamentally built. Flaccavento’s conceptualisation of 
melancholia differs significantly from the way in which the concept is defined in this thesis. He refers to 
melancholia not in terms of a profound sense of ambivalence or loss, but rather to a more simplistic 
sense of sadness about that which is missing. Indeed, Flaccavento suggests that the melancholia of 
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contemporary couture was most apparent in “John Galliano’s fabulously bonkers collection for Maison 
Margiela [that] amplified the feeling of escapism and abandon coursing through fashion at the moment: 
Galliano’s characters keep dancing in their fabulous bubble as the world rots away. It was touching, yet it 
left an unanswered question: what for?” (2016). Rather than reflecting the turmoil of the world, 
Flaccavento suggests that such collections merely exacerbate the sense of denial within the fashion 
industry, a failure to recognise the changes occurring outside the walls of the atelier.      
 
Haute couture is changing. But rather than embracing the qualities that Flaccavento suggests act as 
“testament to mankind’s historical evolution from darkness towards greater consciousness, knowledge 
and expression,” the industry is instead reverting to the darkness of an earlier time (2016). Despite the 
simplicity of Flaccavento’s understanding of melancholia (and its difference from the understanding of 
the concept put forward in this thesis), his article and use of the word is significant and his reading of the 
contemporary fashion industry is telling. As something of a mirror to the world in which it exists, fashion 
acts as a representation of the political and social moment, the social tapestry of the Western world. 
However, in failing to reflect changes in the contemporary landscape, Flaccavento recognises the failing, 
or at least the flailing, of the fashion industry. This change in circumstances impelled Flaccavento to write 
of couture’s melancholia just as it had previously compelled fashion forecaster Lidewij Edelkoort to write 
her ANTI_FASHION Manifesto, in which she proclaimed “the end of fashion as we know it” (2015).   
 
The publication of articles such as Flaccavento’s and texts such as Edelkoort’s Manifesto indicate the 
extent of changes within the fashion industry but also changing attitudes towards the industry and its 
increasingly frenetic nature.22 The call for a reassertion of the artistic, poetic potential of fashion, beyond 
the bounds of basic commercial enterprise, is particularly interesting in that it demonstrates both the 
shortcomings of the contemporary system and the position of fashion as a dynamic form of cultural 
production, rather than simple commodity. Fashion relies on the duality of the form as both artistic and 
commercial practice, ambivalently positioned within the two spheres. If one aspect of this structural 
foundation is negated, fashion becomes something other. It is the participation of fashion in both these 
realms, and the contradictions and ambiguities between them, that contributes to the melancholia of the 
form and to the significance of fashion as indicative of national cultural and aesthetic identities.    
 
5.1.1 A fashioned history 
The fashion industry of Aotearoa New Zealand, like the cultural history of the place itself, is interwoven 
with melancholia; the stories that surround it abound in ambivalence and loss. The conventional narrative 
positions New Zealand as a sartorial wasteland until the 1980s, when a small designer fashion industry 
                                               
22 The “fashion industry” that both Flaccavento and Edelkoort write of, and that I refer to here as the global or 
international fashion industry, is the system by which fashions are produced, manufactured, represented, and 
consumed. It revolves around the seasonal cycle and includes the haute couture industry as well fast fashion producers, 
involving all aspects of the supply chain. 
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slowly emerged and finally erupted onto the international fashion scene in 1999 with four New Zealand 
designers showing at London Fashion Week. This is a well-told tale, a celebrated narrative of creative 
success against the odds. However, the story of the New Zealand fashion industry, as with the story of 
Aotearoa New Zealand more broadly, is far more complex and wound with far more ambivalence than 
this simple story of millennial success allows for.     
 
Prior to the 1980s, New Zealanders had recourse to three avenues through which to obtain clothes. First, 
Maureen Molloy and Wendy Larner note, there were “a very small number of long established haute 
couture designers selling within New Zealand. […] Elite labels such as Christian Dior were sold under 
licence and other international brands such as Mary Quant and Pierre Cardin were manufactured in New 
Zealand and sold in major department stores” (2013: 4). This option, however, was limited to a very small 
market, a wealthy elite who could afford the cost of clothes manufactured or designed overseas and were 
also in proximity to stores in which they could make such purchases. If such clothes were inaccessible, as 
they were for much of the population, the second option was “mass-produced clothing manufactured by 
a small number of heavily protected local companies with very limited variation in design or choice” 
(Molloy and Larner 2013: 4). While this option was certainly more affordable, it too catered only to a 
small market as few New Zealand women actually bought clothes. The third option, therefore, was to 
make one’s own clothes. Molloy and Larner note that “almost all women had been taught to sew as girls 
and prided themselves on their ability to be self-sufficient in creating wardrobes for both everyday wear 
and special occasions” (2013: 4).23 These three approaches, “elite haute couture, conformist ready-made 
apparel, and DIY fashion,” made up the so-called sartorial wasteland of Aotearoa New Zealand (Molloy and 
Larner 2013: 4).  
 
The three avenues through which New Zealanders could access dress may not have constituted what is 
conventionally considered a “fashion industry,” yet the country was far from devoid of fashion; the 
landscape was far from a wasteland. Despite this, these aspects of New Zealand’s fashioned past were for 
a long time almost entirely erased from narratives concerning the contemporary designer fashion industry. 
The absence of a coherent and comprehensive narrative of fashion and dress history in Aotearoa New 
Zealand has led to the recent publication of a number of texts that redress the previously conspicuous 
deficiency. In 2007, Bronwyn Labrum, Fiona McKergow and Stephanie Gibson published Looking Flash: 
Clothing in Aotearoa New Zealand, a broad examination of dress history in New Zealand since the time of 
colonisation and in 2010 Lucy Hammonds, Douglas Lloyd Jenkins and Claire Regnault published The 
Dress Circle (2010), an extensive account of New Zealand fashion design since 1940. In 2010, the New 
Zealand Fashion Museum (NZFM) was established as a charitable trust to document and share the stories 
of New Zealand’s fashion history. In the short time since its establishment, the museum has become 
known for the curation of important exhibitions showcasing aspects of New Zealand fashion history and 
                                               
23 See Dinah Vincent’s “Dressmaking: How clothing practices made girls in New Zealand, 1945 to 1965” (2018).    
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for publishing supporting texts that have contributed to a greater understanding of the place of fashion in 
New Zealand’s history.  
 
These recent publications and the initiatives of the NZFM have been crucial in developing nuanced 
understandings of New Zealand fashion identity. However, when the first fashion designers presented 
their work to international audiences in the late 1990s, the concept of “New Zealand fashion” was very 
limited. In the introduction to The Dress Circle, Jenkins remarks that “in order to shape the New Zealand 
fashion story to suit the needs of contemporary media [at the turn of the millennium], all notions of the 
past were removed. In the place of a unique local fashion history, we had New Zealand fashion as a tabula 
rasa – start date February 1999” (2010: 6). This absence of history in the story of the New Zealand 
fashion industry until just recently has played an important role in shaping conceptions of national 
fashion aesthetics and identity. First, by denying the significance of the historical context into which the 
now internationally-recognised New Zealand fashion designers emerged in the late 1990s, the narrative 
overlooked the influence of many New Zealanders working throughout the twentieth century who had a 
profound effect on the construction of distinctive New Zealand aesthetics. Jenkins notes that the lack of 
recognition for the designers who had come before, “severely limited the ability of contemporary New 
Zealand fashion design to explain the origins of its own uniqueness” (2010: 6). The uniqueness of the 
industry and its aesthetic identity was therefore understood to have come “from nowhere.” Indeed, 
Molloy writes that “fashion reportage about the New Zealand incursion into the international fashion 
arena [hinted] at a paradox, namely, how a tiny country, more noted for its spectacular scenery and 
numerous sheep, could produce ‘from nowhere’ a cutting-edge fashion industry” (2004: 477-478; emphasis 
added). In contrast to this conventional rhetoric, authors and scholars such as Labrum, McKergow, 
Gibson, Hammonds, Jenkins and Regnault illustrate just how understandable the so-called “emergence” 
of the New Zealand fashion industry is when it is positioned within a more definitive historical context. 
This disconnect between the reality of the historical narrative and representations of this narrative reflects 
the ambivalence of the historical trajectory, an ambivalence that mirrors the ambivalence of historical 
narratives of Aotearoa New Zealand.  
 
The ambivalence of these narratives also points to the depth of loss central to this development. In 
recalling the history of New Zealand fashion, Hammonds, Jenkins and Regnault point to the many losses 
suffered by the industry, losses that contribute to the difficulty and the importance of their task. Jenkins 
observes that “for more complex fashion histories to be written – New Zealanders need to be active in 
the preservation of those elements of our fashion history that still survive” (2010: 9). Remarking upon the 
lack of comprehensive fashion archives, Jenkins notes that although there are a small number of precious 
fashion archives, “most of the ephemera (drawings, advertisements, photographs) surrounding New 
Zealand’s fashion history has long since been relegated to the rubbish bin. As the devil takes the 
hindmost, so it seems that New Zealand fashion has been intent on eating its own past” (2010: 9). The 
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loss of such ephemeral evidence of a history of New Zealand fashion has significantly contributed to 
conceptions of New Zealand as a sartorial wasteland prior to the 1980s. However, the lack of archived 
evidence does not mean that we can simply negate the existence of a past that may inform the present. 
What little material artefacts survive attest to a history of interest and importance. These indications of 
loss, pointing to the past relegation of fashion ephemera to the trash, heighten the precious nature of 
those that remain.  
 
The change in the New Zealand fashion industry over the course of the twentieth and into the twenty-
first century is not so much the story of a sartorial wasteland from which emerged a cutting-edge designer 
fashion industry. Rather, it is the story of the transformation of New Zealand, as Jenkins puts it, from “a 
land of few designers, many home sewers and a large, professional garment-manufacturing sector [to] a 
land of many designers, few sewers and a shrinking design industry” (2010: 13). Narratives of fashion 
history in Aotearoa New Zealand frequently credit Zambesi (established in 1979) as the first independent 
New Zealand fashion design label. However, as Hammonds, Jenkins and Regnault make clear, this is far 
from accurate. According to Jenkins, the New Zealand designer fashion industry could be said to have 
emerged in the 1940s, when New Zealand was cut off from the rest of the world, including the world of 
international high fashion, during to the Second World War. While prior to the 1940s, the “idea that 
original fashion design could come from New Zealand was a concept largely beyond the boundaries of 
the local imagination,” the changing circumstances elicited by the events of the War dramatically altered 
such perceptions (Jenkins 2010: 16). As Jenkins remarks, “with international fashion in abeyance, New 
Zealanders had an opportunity to begin planting the seeds of a more unique design environment than 
that which had existed before the war. […] All that was required was the emergence of enough visionary 
designers to take the industry into a distinctive future” (2010: 24). Such visionary designers emerged in the 
form of Trilby Yates, Flora McKenzie and Bobby Angus, three women who spearheaded “an unbroken 
lineage of modern New Zealand fashion design” (Jenkins 2010: 24). It would be remiss to discuss the 
emergence of widely-recognised designers such as Zambesi without referencing the influence of designers 
such as these, who paved the way for the “cutting edge” industry to emerge later in the twentieth century.  
 
By the close of the 1940s, the fashion industry in Aotearoa New Zealand had undergone many subtle yet 
substantial changes, which were of great influence to the development of the industry. While a thorough 
discussion of the development of the industry is beyond the scope of this research (and has already been 
outlined in detail by Hammonds, Jenkins and Regnault) there are two developments that are significant, 
particularly as they relate to a sense of melancholia within the New Zealand fashion industry. First, in 
terms of fashion publications in Aotearoa New Zealand. Jenkins notes that although “there is no regular 
journal that charts New Zealand-designed fashion” there have been a number of short-lived fashion 
publications, including Femina, Silhouette, Playdate and, remarkably, Vogue New Zealand (2010: 9). There are 
also longer-running publications such as New Zealand Fashion Quarterly which debuted in the 1980s. Such 
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publications pepper the history of the New Zealand media, yet there is no comprehensive photographic 
evidence of their content. The Alexander Turnbull National Library in Wellington houses the archives of 
these publications, including Vogue. However, there is no digital record and much of the memory of these 
mid-century publications was lost in the re-writing of the New Zealand fashion industry as emerging 
“from nowhere” in the 1980s and 1990s. Despite the loss (or disregard) of memories of these historical 
fashion publications, the simple fact of their existence (especially a New Zealand version of Vogue, 
published from 1957-1968), attests not only to the presence of a fashion industry in New Zealand prior to 
the 1980s, but also to the relevance and vibrancy of this industry. Vogue New Zealand – “the first Vogue to 
appear outside America and Europe” (Jenkins 2010: 105) – indicated the significance of New Zealand 
fashion and pointed to the faith international publishers such as Condé Nast had in the market. The fact 
that this publication no longer exists, and that memory (if not material evidence) of it has all but been 
erased, is just as significant as the fact that it existed at all. The neglect of this history points to the 
ambivalence of the New Zealand fashion industry towards the past – an ambivalence that reflects the 
melancholia of fashion itself, determined by the “ruthless forgetting” of the capitalist mode of 
production.   
 
The second aspect of the New Zealand fashion industry of importance to consider here is the significance 
of wool. The relationship between New Zealand fashion and wool is often thought to extend only to the 
production of practical working garments, or to the promotion of New Zealand fashion in the 1990s in 
conjunction with the Fernmark label. However, this relationship reaches further back into the history of 
the New Zealand fashion industry. Regnault observes that in “1960 the Wool Board became synonymous 
with the local fashion industry when it established the [Wool Board Awards] ‘to encourage the highest 
standard of fashion and craftsmanship in pure wool outerwear’ […] with over 50 million sheep and 
annual wool sales to 44 countries totalling £138,000,000, wool was big business for New Zealand in the 
1960s” (2010: 123-124). Wool was not only big business. It was also indicative of the reputation of 
Aotearoa New Zealand as a “farm for Britain,” a resource-rich colonial outpost.  
 
During this period, New Zealand was not acknowledged in its own right but rather as an extension of the 
British empire. That wool featured so predominantly in the fashion of New Zealand during this period 
indicates the ambivalence of the position of Aotearoa New Zealand as simultaneously both separate 
(geographically) and intimately connected (politically and socially) to Britain. While New Zealand passed 
the Westminster Adoption Act in 1947, which granted legal and formal independence from Britain in all 
external affairs, the country remained (and, arguably, still remains) closely aligned with Britain until well 
into the 1970s. Thus, the use of wool in New Zealand fashion represents the ambivalent position of 
Aotearoa New Zealand as concurrently dependent and independent. The ambivalence of this positionality 
also indicates a great sense of loss in that it serves as a reminder that domestic economic success in 
Aotearoa New Zealand remained reliant on international trade, especially with Britain. This loss is marked 
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as melancholy in that it is not the loss of something that had been, but rather the loss of potential, the 
loss of something that never was. New Zealand did not have independence to lose. Rather, the continued 
dependence on Britain throughout the twentieth century (and with international trade in general into the 
twenty-first) merely exacerbated the sense that this small nation, full of sheep, would never gain full 
economic independence. Situating wool at the heart of the New Zealand fashion industry represented 
both the ambivalence of New Zealand in relation to Britain and the sense of loss with which this 
ambivalent relationship was – and is – bound. As such, the central presence of wool in New Zealand 
fashion reflects a sense of melancholia within both the industry and New Zealand cultural identity.  
 
5.1.2 A millennial shift  
The rich history of New Zealand fashion has received little scholarly or popular attention (although this is 
growing, as The Dress Circle and Looking Flash and research by a small number of notable scholars such as 
Natalie Smith and Jane Malthus indicates). By contrast, the moment at which New Zealand fashion 
designers burst onto the international scene at the turn of the millennium has been the focus of much 
theoretical and media analysis. The showcase of four New Zealand designers (Wallace Rose, Zambesi, 
WORLD, and swimwear company Moontide) at the second Australian Fashion Week in Sydney, June 
1997, has been touted as the definitive turning point in the New Zealand fashion industry, marking, as 
Molloy notes, “the beginning of [the] change in the local and international face of New Zealand designer 
fashion” (2004: 479). In positioning the New Zealand fashion industry as emergent only at this point in 
time, the influences of the past are denied and New Zealand fashion is depicted as if within a vacuum. 
The discussion of this period presented here remarks upon how the media fashioned this narrative, but 
also on how the industry in fact depends on a sense of historical groundedness. As noted in chapter two, 
designers rely on past styles to produce the new; fashion starts by looking back. In fashion, nostalgia and 
memory are just as important as ruthless forgetting.   
 
The designers who presented at Australian Fashion Week in 1997 were by no means the first New 
Zealand designers, nor was this the first large event in which New Zealand designers had participated. 
However, the international scale of the event did mark a significant shift in both the domestic and 
international reputation of New Zealand fashion, propelling the industry into the mainstream of both 
local and international fashion culture. As Regnault notes, “the New Zealand designers were lauded for 
their inventiveness. In particular, Zambesi’s ‘dark and moody combinations of wool pinstripe and guipure 
lace and dazzling ivory and white layers’ won plaudits, and sparked intrigue among the international 
contingent” (2012: 204). International journalists such as Elle magazine’s Lee Tulloch took note of the 
New Zealand designers and praised their distinctive aesthetic: “Although much more sombre than any of 
the other shows, Zambesi’s fantastically rich and inventive collection, coming on the heels of Wallace 
Rose’s lovely dresses, makes me wonder about New Zealand and the depth of creative talent there” 
(quoted in Regnault 2012: 204).  
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Following the success of the 1997 event, a larger contingent (now including Karen Walker, Nicholas 
Blanchet, Kate Sylvester and Workshop) were invited to show the following year. Molloy writes that “this 
time the impact was even greater, with Zambesi receiving a standing ovation for its show [and] Karen 
Walker and Nicholas Blanchet [gaining] major overseas accounts in New York and London” (2004: 479). 
Walker’s collection, inspired by Auckland’s 1998 power crisis, elicited much applause and was broadly 
praised. Fashion director for Vogue Paris, Marcus von Ackerman, gushingly remarked: “It managed to 
combine edgy, Gothic, sartorial wit with pure modern elegance and, above all, it was impeccably finished. 
It was utterly divine” (quoted in Regnault 2012: 204). Like New Zealand film and literature, Walker’s 
collection combined the elements of Gothic darkness with a fresh wit, indicating an aesthetic of 
ambivalence reminiscent of a distinctive aspect of New Zealand identity. Blanchet’s menswear show, in 
which “he sent models down the catwalk with black-ringed eyes and branded mouth guards in a parody 
on New Zealand’s rugby obsession and a nod to the collection’s sportswear influences,” attracted a 
similarly effusive response (Regnault 2012: 204). The press was as vociferous in its praise of the New 
Zealand designers as it had been in 1997, with articles declaring that “New Zealand was ‘the new 
Belgium’” (“fashion-speak for a small country with hot ideas” (Floyd 1999: 21)) and that Zambesi was 
“New Zealand’s answer to Dries van Noten” (Regnault 2012: 204). Above all, Regnault notes, the New 
Zealand designers were “revered for their creative individuality, but also for their ‘humility, sobriety and 
daring’” (2012: 204).  
 
Recognising the potential for greater economic success through this flourishing industry, Trade New 
Zealand (TNZ) and Wools of New Zealand (who were looking for an avenue through which to launch its 
Fernmark symbol) sponsored four designers, Zambesi, WORLD, Karen Walker and Nom*d, dubbed 
“The New Zealand Four,” to participate in a combined show at London Fashion Week in 1999. The four 
collections again received effusive praise and sent the otherwise staid New Zealand media into overdrive. 
Words such as dark, edgy and intellectual were, Doris de Pont notes, “picked up back home as actuality, 
despite the obvious disjunct between that description and the reality of, for example, the WORLD 
collection” (2012: 34). Regardless of their relevance to each of the individual collections, the descriptors, 
de Pont continues, “were judged to be complementary to our national brand and a pleasing fit” (2012: 
34). The labels were appropriate to the image of New Zealand that TNZ was in the process of 
constructing and promoting. Thus, it seemed that by adopting such themes into the New Zealand brand, 
the whole of the New Zealand economy could benefit. The unexpected triumph of the industry seemed 
to take the country, and the international fashion community, by surprise. Many assumed, and indeed 
continue to assume, “that such a small industry in a tiny country at the bottom of the South Pacific must 
be inconsequential,” however, it is “precisely the improbability of this industry” that makes it so interesting 
and so important to consider (Molloy and Larner 2013: xii; emphasis added).  
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The fact that the New Zealand fashion industry was conceived of as an improbable overnight success, again 
attests to the denial of the historical rootedness of the industry, to the “ruthless forgetting” that structures 
the fashion system. However, the ways in which the media fashioned this narrative of transformation 
from “sartorial wasteland to the darling of fashion commentators” also contributes to the sense of 
melancholia within the industry (Molloy and Larner 2013: 19). The millennium was positioned, Regnault 
notes, as a period of “cultural zeitgeist and the government positioned the fashion industry at this 
moment as a means of ‘marketing a contemporary image of New Zealand to the world”’ (2012: 207). The 
fashion industry was adopted by TNZ as an avenue through which they could “add sophisticated, creative 
and cosmopolitan nuances to the indigenous, rural and green ‘New Zealand Way,’ images by then being 
routinely used to promote the country’s export industries” (Molloy and Larner 2013: 53). Fashion was 
situated as the “cutting-edge” industry through which New Zealand could promote itself internationally 
as being “more than just a lovely green place with sixty million sheep” (Molloy and Larner 2013: 52).  
 
While the fashion industry was used by the New Zealand government as one of the ways through which 
they could rewrite the official discourse of the country, to re-brand Aotearoa New Zealand in terms of 
sophisticated contemporaneity rather than mere rural paradise, the historical narrative constructed was a 
narrow one. The language used by the government and the media to promote this apparently “new” 
industry reflected that used by critics and commentators following the showcase of New Zealand fashion 
at both Australian and London Fashion Weeks. The portrayal of New Zealand fashion as dark, moody, and 
intellectual, and the perpetuation of the idea that “New Zealand’s edge lies in an independent spirit that 
celebrates fresh, creative and unconventional thinking,” suited the political agenda that wished to 
promote a vision of New Zealand as a place of creativity, independence and originality (Regnault 2012: 
207). This vision of New Zealand national identity and the New Zealand fashion that represented this 
identity was, however, merely replacing one image with another, without accounting for the complexity of 
New Zealand culture, identity, and fashion. While celebrating these new fashion designers was certainly 
positive, by positioning them in relation to a narrow image of “dark, moody and intellectual,” the 
narrative marginalised those designers producing a contrary aesthetic. By positioning the industry as 
newly emergent, the narrative disavowed those designers who had come before. In favouring the image 
of New Zealand fashion as urban and sophisticated, the narrative excluded designers working in different 
spaces, and designers working with different inspirations.              
 
The project of refocusing the New Zealand image was steeped in paradox and ambivalence, indicative of 
the deep sense of melancholia within both the industry and the place. A stark binary was constructed, 
between a rural idyll on the one hand and urban sophistication on the other. It seemed there was no way 
to account for the existence of the two visions simultaneously, let alone a multifaceted vision, beyond the 
binary. The fashion industry was positioned as the direct opposite, the very contradiction, to the pastoral 
paradise of which New Zealand had previously been conceived. By denying the relevance of a history of 
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fashion in New Zealand this contrast was made all the more striking. Attempting to determine the source 
of New Zealand creativity, Hammonds notes that observers and designers alike “connected innovation to 
resourcefulness; a pioneering, No. 8 wire mentality born in part out of New Zealand’s colonial heritage 
and isolated position in the global economy” (2010: 330). The idea that New Zealand fashion talent came 
from a distinctive New Zealand history was also articulated by Australian journalist Sarah Wilson who, in 
2001, remarked:  
New Zealanders do produce unique fashion. Isolation and a lack of resources has necessitated an 
entirely fresh approach… it is precisely their resourceful approach that has sparked the 
excitement: their ironic use of cheap fabrics, such as hessian and calico, tailored to imitate haute 
couture; the integration of possum fur into their knitwear… and their challenging, oddball 
designs that eschew the usual manufacturing rules. (quoted in Hammonds 2010: 330; original 
emphasis) 
While such commentary reflects the complementary tone and the attempt to integrate the fashion 
industry into a more dynamic image of New Zealand national identity, it also indicates the sense in which 
New Zealand is positioned as lacking and the way in which fashion is situated as somewhat antithetical to 
the rural image of the country. Despite such widespread media attention and praise during this period of 
international emergence, the industry remained (and continues to remain) plagued by the sense that a 
viable fashion industry is incongruous with the recognisable rural picture of the country. Further, there 
continues to be a defensive tone to coverage of New Zealand fashion, which finds it necessary to preface 
articles on the subject with comments such as “yes there really is a New Zealand Fashion Week, and, no, 
it’s not all about wool” and suggestions that New Zealand is “more than just landscape” (Molloy and 
Larner 2013: 90). Despite the international success of the New Zealand fashion industry, and successive 
attempts to incorporate the industry into representations of national identity, the idea of the rurality of 
Aotearoa New Zealand, with its breath-taking landscapes and wilderness areas, continues to predominate.  
 
This sense of fashion in Aotearoa New Zealand as being based on lack, and the sense of this industry as 
being somehow incompatible with the rural vision of Aotearoa New Zealand influences the melancholia 
woven within the industry. The dominant image of New Zealand as a green land of sheep and scenery, 
means that the fashion industry, regardless of its success and recognition, remains peripheral to cultural 
identity. The continued perception of fashion as a trivial aspect of New Zealand national identity, despite 
much evidence to the contrary, has instilled a sense of loss within the industry and has had the curious 
effect of making New Zealand designers increasingly ambivalent about representing their work as 
indicative of “New Zealand.” As Molloy and Larner note, “most New Zealand designers have chosen to 
tread a precariously poised path that negotiates a fine line between their national affiliation as New 
Zealanders (with the implications of rurality and marginality that this national affiliation stereotypically 
brings) and expressing themselves through a modernist trope mobilised via metropolitan, sophisticated 
and/or ironic tropes” (2013: 93). The long-standing sense of cultural-cringe means that designers have 
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been more willing to associate with the symbols of borrowed cultural capital from elsewhere, rather than 
the images of a perceived rural New Zealand. Despite this, New Zealand designers are also dedicated to 
their reputation as “New Zealand” designers. The delicate negotiation of this fine line further contributes 
to the ways in which the New Zealand fashion industry continues its attempt to prove its worth and 
significance, contributing to a new image of Aotearoa New Zealand that accounts for the complexity of 
national and aesthetic identity, rather than remaining attuned to a narrow and exclusionary vision of place 
and heritage.  
 
In addition to these negotiations, the ambivalence between such identifications also gestures to broader 
aspects of loss and lack within the industry as a whole. Despite rhetoric of inclusivity, the New Zealand 
fashion industry primarily consists of middle class white women. The motifs with which New Zealand 
designers engage are not the motifs of an indigenous population, they are those of the white European 
majority and are based firmly in the side of the world that we, until recently, called home, and continue to 
look to for artistic inspiration. As Molloy and Larner note, “all the top designers are of European 
descent” (2009: 50). While there are a small number of young designers of Asian descent and from Māori 
and Pacifika populations, they are largely relegated to the periphery of the industry and are not given 
either the level of attention or resources necessary to compete with larger design companies. The period 
following the millennium saw a shift in the diversity of the industry with the development of the Style 
Pasifika showcase in 2001 and Miromoda, the Indigenous Māori Fashion Apparel Board (IMFAB), in 
2008. However, just as mainstream designers faced a number of new challenges in the new millennium, 
so too did these niche fashion organisations. Indeed, Style Pasifika ceased to exist in 2011 and while 
Miromoda remains in existence millennial developments have meant that it has failed to expand into the 
mainstream of the industry. This disparity within the cultural identity of the New Zealand fashion 
industry mirrors inconsistencies felt by designers ambivalent about representing their work as distinctively 
“New Zealand.” These ambivalences between aesthetic and identity are also indicative of a sense of loss 
within the industry – both explicit losses and the loss of potential – in terms of how it has been portrayed 
and celebrated.  
   
5.1.3 A contemporary vision  
The millennial moment was one of significant political and economic advantage for New Zealand 
fashion. However, as Sally Weller notes, this situation existed “only for so long” (2014: 734). The years 
following the international blossoming of New Zealand fashion at the turn of the millennium were 
marked by challenging social and economic obstacles. Changing exchange-rates in the early 2000s 
contributed to an increase in global competition for New Zealand firms and to a dramatic shift in the 
modes of production through which New Zealand fashion companies, and especially large firms, 
manufactured their products. In addition, changing retail models and the increasing ubiquity of social 
media and technology-based sales methods greatly altered the functioning of the industry. These 
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challenges paved the way for the industry to undergo innovative growth and development. Throughout 
this evolution, the fundamental ambivalence and sense of loss within the industry has remained. In the 
contemporary era, the sense of melancholia within the industry is largely based on contrasts between 
expectations and conceptions of success, and from the sense that there is a loss of potential within the 
idea and prospect of twenty-first century understandings of “success.” Indeed, while the obstacles faced 
in the years following the millennium proved scalable for some designers, for others they were 
insurmountable, resulting in a reimagining of the fashion landscape in Aotearoa New Zealand.  
 
The paradigm shift that occurred at the turn of the millennium meant that, as Hammonds and Regnault 
observe, “many designers were forced to reconsider their approach in order to cope with the changes. 
Many were dealing with rising demand, new expectations from international customers, different 
production timeframes and a slew of other complications” (2010: 380). For some designers, this was a 
welcome development. For example, designer Tanya Carlson was approached to stock her label in an 
Australian department store and embraced the opportunity by “bringing in specialist support […] that 
assisted her in expanding the company and coping with the successes heralded by the rising interest in her 
designs” (Hammonds and Regnault 2010: 381). For other designers, however, such rapid success proved 
fatal. Hammonds and Regnault note that “Blanchet, one of New Zealand’s elite independent labels, was 
one of the high-profile casualties of the early 2000s” (2010: 381). While designer Nicholas Blanchet had 
expanded his business in line with the international acclaim he had received at Australian Fashion Week 
in 1998, “retailing brought a new host of financial demands, which added to the burden of meeting 
growing wholesale orders. Devastatingly, the business crumbled under the pressure and forced Blanchet 
into liquidation in 2003” (Hammonds and Regnault 2010: 381). The paradoxical nature of these changes 
reflects a sense of loss in that great change can bring success for some, yet devastation for others. The 
changing landscape of the New Zealand fashion industry at the beginning of the millennium was 
indicative of the direction in which the global industry was heading, a direction that has since lead 
Flaccavento to remark upon the melancholia of couture, and Edelkoort to argue for the “end of fashion.” 
 
Following these challenges at the beginning of the 2000s, the fashion industry was again put under strain 
in the wake of the 2008 Global Financial Crisis (GFC). The New Zealand fashion industry responded to 
the challenges posed by this international monetary crisis by becoming increasingly focused on 
“innovation,” looking for new ways through which to appeal to a market that had largely cut spending. 
During the 1990s New Zealand fashion designers were praised for their inventiveness, yet in the years 
following the 2008 collapse these designers were compelled to become even more so. While events since 
2008 indicate that, as Molloy and Larner remark, the industry has “survived the global financial crisis 
surprisingly well” the effects of the crash on the industry cannot be discounted (2013: 153). As in the 
early years following the millennium, some designers relished the opportunities afforded by the challenges 
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with which they were faced. However, there were also those designers whose businesses did not survive 
the changed landscape.  
 
New Zealand fashion designers, Molloy and Larner note, “are notoriously reluctant to discuss their 
finances” (2013: 9). Therefore, it is very difficult to accurately measure meaningful statistics concerning 
the functioning of the industry. However, as Molloy and Larner continue, there are nevertheless, “various 
material indications to support the tale of increasing visibility and success” (2013: 9). It may be difficult to 
garner a precise picture of the New Zealand designer fashion industry yet it is clear that the six most 
prominent fashion design brands in New Zealand – Karen Walker, Trelise Cooper, Zambesi, WORLD, 
Kate Sylvester and Nom*d – have grown substantially in recent years. Cooper, for example, has the 
largest business and, as at 2013, claimed “to have a staff of 75, a turnover of more than $NZ15 million, 
exports of more than $NZ7.5 million, and to be responsible for the employment of 500 further 
employees” (Molloy and Larner 2013: 11). While Cooper may have the largest business in terms of 
revenue dollars, it is Karen Walker who is the most internationally well-recognised. She is also, arguably, 
the designer who has most whole-heartedly expanded and diversified her business in the global market 
place. Molloy and Larner observe that Walker “now lends her brand name to paint, eyewear, jewellery and 
a diffusion clothing line” and, more recently, fragrances (2013: 12). Such expansion has proven not only 
financially shrewd but also an astute form of brand development.   
 
While designers such as Cooper and Walker have continued to experience significant growth despite 
economic challenges and cultural shifts, other designers, such as Alexandra Owen, have been less 
fortunate. Following the launch of her eponymous label in 2005, Owen experienced, as Carolyn Enting 
put it, “a meteoric rise,” making New Zealand fashion history in 2009 by “becoming the first New 
Zealand-based fashion designer to be invited onto the official New York Fashion Week schedule” and 
quickly becoming the new star of the New Zealand fashion industry (2012). Following her 2008 show at 
New Zealand Fashion Week, Australian journalist Patty Huntington dubbed her the “land of the long 
white cloud’s silver lining” (2008). However, despite national and international acclaim, an aesthetic that 
seemed to fit the New Zealand imaginary, and a loyal following that suggested Owen would last the 
distance, in July 2012, after only four years of retailing, Owen closed her Wellington flagship store and 
bowed out of the industry for good. While other designers may have adapted their business, there seemed 
to be no solution that suited Owen’s design process or ethic. Remarking on her decision to close her 
business and leave the industry, Owen noted that the difficult economic climate in the wake of the GFC 
was the primary deciding factor. She commented:  
I’ve tried to stay in Wellington, and New Zealand, and committed to using local suppliers for as 
long as I can but it’s been a challenge to make locally at a price that is competitive by the time it’s 
in retail. […] High street fashion is doing such a good job now of designer fashion at high street 
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prices. And a lot of people have returned to heritage brands during the recession too. There’s 
been a gutting of the independent boutique brands in the middle of the scale. (Enting 2012) 
Owen’s experience points to the ongoing challenges facing fashion designers not only in Aotearoa New 
Zealand but throughout the global fashion community. As “fast-fashion” retailers continue to multiply 
and expand their reach (Topshop opened outlets in Auckland in 2015 and Swedish-founded chain H&M 
opened a number of new stores throughout New Zealand at the end of 2016) the trials that Owen faced 
also multiply. The trend towards fast, cheap fashion is the most destructive problem Edelkoort identifies 
in the contemporary fashion system. If we can purchase several garments for less than the price of a 
sandwich, Edelkoort asks, how are we supposed to value, love or savour clothes? Such fast fashion, she 
argues, shatters the very culture of fashion. While Edelkoort’s sensationalist text may exaggerate the 
distress of the contemporary fashion system, her arguments are grounded in fact. Owen’s experience is 
but one case in point.  
 
The challenges facing the designer fashion industry in Aotearoa New Zealand in the 2000s have been 
largely responsible for the fact that the industry has not lived up to the expectations that accompanied its 
emergence in the late 1990s. However, while the industry may not have succeeded in becoming the 
“successful export industry envisaged by enthusiastic government officials in the early 2000s” this does 
not mean that it has been any less independently successful (Molloy and Larner 2013: 154). The cultural-
cringe mentioned above also wrought significant influence on conceptions of “success” – perceived as 
something that could only be achieved overseas and brought home. Without external validation there was 
no success. While this concept of success is changing, it certainly played a role in perceptions of the 
fashion industry in the 1990s and the early 2000s. The contrast between expectation and outcome, and 
the sense of industry ambivalence towards these expectations contributes to the melancholia within the 
industry. The industry is permeated with ambivalence. It is also instilled with a sense of loss in relation to 
such outcomes. The failure to succeed in terms of governmental expectation has been met with an 
underlying rhetoric of lost opportunities and lost possibilities. In addition, the industry also represents a 
different sort of loss: the loss of value for small-scale industry that does not necessarily require 
international recognition to become a success. It is loss of this kind that Flaccavento recognises as missing 
from contemporary couture; the loss of a sense of magic beyond commercial imperatives.  
 
As noted, the industry and melancholia Flaccavento writes of differs from the industry of Aotearoa New 
Zealand and the conceptualisation of melancholia presented in this thesis. Nevertheless, there is an 
important resemblance between that which Flaccavento laments and the current state of the New 
Zealand designer fashion industry. Flaccavento deplores the loss of the values crucial to haute couture – 
beauty, dreams, and poetry – on account of the centrality of financial imperatives. In Aotearoa New 
Zealand, there has been a comparable loss of values, the values of a small-scale independent industry, as a 
consequence of large-scale commercial expectations, increased financial strains, and changing perceptions 
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of “success.” While the New Zealand designer fashion industry may not have become the global 
sensation that was anticipated, it has certainly become “a tightly networked ‘glocal’ industry” (Molloy and 
Larner 2013: 154). For New Zealand designers – with the exception of Karen Walker – the measure of 
success has not been global, but rather, local. As Molloy and Larner remark, New Zealand designers tend 
to be “very explicit about their commitment to retaining New Zealand as their economic and cultural 
base, despite the way in which they draw on metropolitan aesthetics for their collections” (2013: 155). 
The sense of melancholia within the contemporary designer fashion industry of Aotearoa New Zealand 
stems from precisely such contrasting expectations and conceptions of success, and the sense that a 
certain potential has been lost, and also that this loss is neither mourned nor even recognised.  
 
5.2 The melancholia of the aesthetic 
 
Melancholia also cloaks much of the fashion aesthetics of Aotearoa New Zealand. Commentary on New 
Zealand fashion frequently celebrates the idea that “we’re dark and moody!” (Roulston 2013). While this 
framing can be thought of as a form of retrospective branding following the international showcases of 
the late 1990s, it is nevertheless the case that a number of New Zealand designers perpetuate this 
perception. However, the aesthetic of melancholia, as conceptualised here, relies on more than simply the 
existence of darkness or moodiness. Rather, the aesthetic of melancholia depends upon ambivalence and 
loss. While the darkness and edginess, and the presence of a sombre, gothic tone in New Zealand fashion 
has received much popular and scholarly attention, the presence of contrast and ambiguity as indicative of 
the distinctive quality of the New Zealand fashion aesthetic has gone largely unacknowledged. Here, I 
redress this lack of attention by exploring these two contrasting qualities as those crucial to the fashioning 
of an aesthetic of melancholia.  
 
The question of what it means to produce distinctively New Zealand fashion has been a recurrent theme in 
commentary surrounding the New Zealand fashion industry since the turn of the millennium. One of the 
most common questions asked following the showcase of New Zealand designers at London Fashion 
Week in 1999 was “how ‘being from New Zealand’ influenced their designs” (Molloy and Larner 2013: 
129). This question reflects the notion that antipodean fashion is something of an oxymoron. It also 
introduces the idea, noted in chapter two, of whether there can be such a thing as a distinctively New 
Zealand fashion aesthetic, and if so, what does it look like and how is it fashioned? Molloy notes:   
The most successful New Zealand collections of 1997-2001 were inspired not by traditional 
motifs such as the bush, the sea, and the sky, nor by the traditional design motifs of indigenous 
people of the region. Instead they exhibited a cosmopolitan pastiche that was deeply marked by 
both irony and nostalgia for a European past. The description of New Zealand design as 
distinctive owed more to these ironic “takes” on British, French, and East Coast United States 
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fashion and subcultures of seventy years ago than to the so-called colonial ingenuity and local 
landscape influences with which it was credited. (2004: 478) 
While the collections Molloy writes of were produced almost two decades ago, the description of New 
Zealand design motifs remains relevant. What is most interesting about this is that, as noted above, New 
Zealand designers remain explicit in their commitment to their New Zealand-ness, despite the fact that 
they continue to draw upon metropolitan aesthetics for their collections. This paradoxical positioning, 
both indicative and dismissive of the very New Zealand-ness of their design identity, further contributes 
to the cultural ambivalence and melancholia of the New Zealand fashion industry and aesthetic.               
 
5.2.1 A darker outlook  
Black, as was made clear in chapters three and four, is the colour of paradox, of antithesis, and of loss. 
Black stands for the space in-between, the liminality of the unknown and unknowable. Black has the 
potential to obscure, but also to reveal; to deny, but also to acquiesce. For these reasons, black is the 
colour, the tone, the shade of melancholia. Black is also central to contemporary fashion, and particularly 
to the fashioned aesthetic of Aotearoa New Zealand. Black is internationally recognised as one of the 
most easily distinguishable features of the aesthetic identity of this place. Black the colour of New 
Zealand sporting affiliation, national branding, and, as de Pont argues, the New Zealand psyche, but it is 
also central to the aesthetic of much New Zealand designer fashion.  
 
Of those New Zealand designers most renowned for their use of black and their perpetuation of darkly 
gothic styles, two of the most well-recognised are Zambesi and Nom*d. Throughout their long histories,  
the two design houses have continued to produce recognisably dark collections, incorporating elements 
of dereliction, ruin, asymmetry, and androgyny into their design. The centrality of black in the design 
aesthetic of Nom*d is such that in 2008 designer Margi Robertson was crowned by journalist Rebecca 
Tansley “The Queen of Darkness” (2008: 48). Similarly, the name Zambesi cannot be conjured without 
the simultaneous evocation of a vision of darkness. Designer Liz Findlay notes that when the brand was 
first established, “people would say: I really like what you – but you just do black, don’t you?” (quoted in 
Schaer 2015). While these designers have established reputations based on their use of black, a new 
generation of designers are also embracing the use of this colour, and its related sombre styles, in a way 
that is indicative of the influence of these pioneering designers. For example, Wellington-based designer 
Lela Jacobs is “a connoisseur of black – of cold blacks with a blue base, of faded and textured blacks, of 
blacks in natural fibres,” and Auckland-based designer James Dobson, who produces the brand Jimmy D, 
is a similarly committed “devotee of black” (Regnault 2012: 208-210). Jimmy D, in particular, is uniquely  
positioned within what Hammonds and Regnault call the “second-generation New Zealand look, bringing 
a fresh approach to the ‘dark and intellectual’ characteristics that remain part of local fashion culture” 
(2010: 379). Indeed, Dobson has been dubbed “the bastard son of Zambesi and Nom*d” (Hammonds 
and Regnault 2010: 379). The appeal of black, for these designers as well as for international proponents 
	 148 
such as Rick Owens and Ann Demeulemeester, stems from the nuance implied in its depths. Far from 
being a flat and empty colour, devoid of life, black is multiple, reflective, and absorbing. Black can be 
cold, blue-based, yet it can also be warm. Black can be sharp, strong, and dark, yet it can also be soft, 
textured, and light. Black textiles reflect the multitudinous nature of melancholia, rich, complex and 
paradoxical, frequently gesturing a profound sense of loss.    
 
For Zambesi and Nom*d, the dark and moody aesthetic was influenced in large part by the period in 
which they were becoming established. For Zambesi, for example, the 1980s were seminal to Findlay’s 
progression as a designer. Regnault notes that during this decade, Findlay “came under the spell of the 
[avant-garde] Japanese designers [Issey Miyake, Rei Kawakubo and Yohji Yamamoto] and her signature 
style emerged as a distillation of the Japanese aesthetics of asymmetry and deconstruction with a life-long 
love of beautiful fabrics and vintage clothing” (2012: 208). Regnault also remarks that the 1980s witnessed 
an international “momentous surge in black in fashion” and certainly this is reflected in Findlay’s designs, 
where black features as the basis, the “backbone,” of her Zambesi collections (2012: 208). Black was also 
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crucial to the development of the aesthetics of Nom*d. Nom*d designer Robertson, like her sister 
Findlay, was deeply influenced by Japanese designers Kawakubo and Yamamoto. For the first 15 years of 
her business “she focused on directional knitwear in a limited colour range – ‘black, always, then a dark 
red or aubergine, school greys and various shades of blue”’ (Regnault 2012: 214). The predominance of 
black in Nom*d designs continue, with Robertson maintaining that black is “the colour I love and work 
with the best” (quoted in Regnault 2012: 214). What is interesting about the darkness of the fashion 
produced by both Zambesi and Nom*d is that it was not simply an aesthetic produced in a particular 
period, reflecting a particular fashionability. Rather, this design aesthetic has remained central to the 
identities of both brands. 
 
The consistent use of black speaks of something beyond the limited time of the fashionable period or the 
fashioned garment and instead points to a larger sense of aesthetic identification. Further, the ways in 
which this use of black is conceptualised by both designers indicates something of the conscious 
relationship of these brands to time. Whilst, as noted in chapter two, fashion has a particularly distinctive 
relationship to time, the intentional use of black by designers such as these points to the way in which 
they attempt to position their work outside of time, giving their designs a sense of timelessness. For example, 
Zambesi’s Findlay has noted that “she sees black as providing ‘purity and endurance’” (Regnault 2012: 
208). Black is positioned as that which endures, in contrast to other colours whose fashionability comes 
and goes. It is also this use of black that contributes to Findlay’s sense of her work not as a series of 
seasonal collections, but rather a single collection, continually evolving yet remaining true to a single 
original design premise (this is also the approach taken by Kawakubo, further reiterating the influence of 
the one designer on the other). Taking fashion out of time, Zambesi effectively complicates the already 
complex relationship fashion has to time. Unlike the conventional fashion of modernity, that “which is 
constantly eroticising the new” (Buci-Glacksmann 1994: 166; original emphasis), Zambesi evades the new, 
evoking instead a continual return of the same. In so doing, Zambesi encompasses the liminality of 
melancholia. The fashion produced by Zambesi remains commodity yet by eschewing the systematic 
changes of fashion, and maintaining a commitment to an enduring aesthetic, Zambesi represents both the 
sense of contrast and the sense of loss that determines the aesthetic of melancholia. Evans suggests that 
all fashion is “shot through which alienation and melancholy, which are always threatening to erupt and 
disturb the smoothness of its surface” (2003: 297). In Zambesi designs, this alienation and melancholy is 
positioned precariously close to the surface, contributing to the un-ease of this New Zealand fashion 
aesthetic.    
 
It was the darkness of the New Zealand aesthetic that first gained the attention of the international media, 
and set the New Zealand aesthetic apart from that of neighbouring Australia. At the first showing of New 
Zealand fashion at Australian fashion week in 1997, the press concurred that “the New Zealand look 
seems a lot darker than Australia’s. More intellectual” (Molloy and Larner 2013: 129). New Zealand 
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designers were seen to have a much darker and more intellectual outlook than their Australian counterparts. 
This sense of darkness and intellectualism combined to suggest melancholia, revealing a greater depth to 
the themes of the designs, hinting at deeper meanings beneath the surface. In 2001 Margaret Maynard 
wrote: 
New Zealand women’s fashion has shown itself to have a clearly defined, though darkly 
romantic, even gothic style… featuring seriously minded, neutrally dark and moody styles which 
seemed to capture some of the fin de siècle or millennial anxieties. There is an inward looking 
quality to their work… a characteristic brooding quality. (2001: 186) 
Such comments, despite speaking of past collections, continue to ring true and to maintain the aesthetic 
imaginary. Describing his design aesthetic, Dobson notes that, “as a designer that’s so focused on volume 
and the sculptural aspects of a garment, I can only visualise these shapes in black – there is no distraction, 
it’s the quintessential anti-colour… Black… in my mind never overpowers” (quoted in Regnault 2012: 
210). Dobson’s description of black directly references John Harvey’s depiction of black (explored in 
chapter three) as the ultimate colour of paradox, the paradox-colour, the “colour that is no-colour” (1997: 
13-14). According to Harvey, black is such a potent meaning-maker because “it keeps a residue, a 
memory, of the different assertions black has made in the past’ (1997: 21). This is the case in the context 
of Aotearoa New Zealand, where the colour black not only distinguishes contemporary fashion design 
but has been a feature of New Zealand dress and adornment since before the time of colonisation. Black, 
indicative of memory, representative of the residues of the past, asserts the significance of history into the 
present and attests to the sense of timelessness that positions the New Zealand aesthetic outside of the 
dictates of fashioned time and into a space of liminality and, ultimately, melancholia. As noted, black is 
the liminal midnight when the ghost appears. Black is fundamental to the fashioning of an aesthetic of 
melancholia. In Aotearoa New Zealand, this melancholia, envisaged through the colour black, has long 
been a feature in sartorial adornment and sartorial representation.  
 
For Māori, black is a colour of great cultural significance. The Māori world began in blackness. Black, 
Chanel Clarke writes, “represents Te Korekore, the realm of potential, the heavens, the long darkness 
from which the world emerged” (2012: 58). Black is central to Māori creation myths and to the Māori 
sense of belonging. In the Māori Tino Rangatiratanga flag, recognised as the national Māori flag, black is 
the foundation upon which the other colours shine; black is the basis upon which the world and life 
began. Black is recognisable, as both colour and tone, in the symbolism of much Māori mythology. Yet 
black is also an important feature of traditional Māori dress and adornment. In the clothing of early 
Māori, black was predominant largely due to the fact that it was one of only four colours available in the 
natural environment, the others being red/brown, yellow and the natural undyed colour of the fibre being 
used (Clarke 2012: 44). Clarke notes that in the early period of Māori settlement in Aotearoa, coloured 
pigments were derived from natural resources, including clay and soil and various trees and plants.  
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The black pigment known as ngārehu or ngārahu was made from the soot of burned kauri gum 
or other resinous wood, to which various oils would have been added to obtain the right 
consistency for application. Shark liver oil was common, but vegetable oils, such as those from 
tïtoki, kohia, miro and tangiao, were preferred for body adornment. The ngaio bud, when applied 
to the skin, also resembled smudges of black soot. (2012: 43) 
These pigments were also used in the “practice of tā moko [facial tattooing] used to mark individuals and 
to delineate class, rank, personal achievements and family relationships,” as well as in clothing, that used 
the same natural pigments to dye fibres for weaving (Clarke 2012: 44-45).  
 
While black was already fundamental to the colour palette of Māori adornment, this merely increased 
with the arrival of European settlers, who brought with them a variety of new materials, techniques, styles 
and colours to use in dress and bodily adornment. The colonial project was defined by the attempt to 
civilise an uncivilised space, and this project included the imposition of all British social conventions onto 
indigenous Māori, including the dressing – in appropriate garments – of uncivilised bodies. Black was 
central to the colonial dress code used as a means through which to impose and maintain both morality 
and social hierarchy. There are various reasons for the vogue for black in this colonial period. Black was a 
high-status colour of prestige, de Pont notes, largely due to the fact that until the mid-nineteenth century 
it had been “difficult, time-consuming and expensive to achieve” (2012: 12). However, with the 
development of synthetic black dye it became increasingly readily available. Couple this with the fact that 
the “Mourning Queen” Victoria wore black for 40 years following the death of her husband, Albert, and 
the colour swiftly became the colour du jour both in Britain and in her colonial outposts. In addition, black 
also proved to be particularly practical for the requirements of colonial life and thus these elements 
worked in conjunction to ensure the widespread use of the colour in the majority of adornment. Not only 
did British colonialists wear black as symbolic of social aspirations, but Māori were also compelled to 
wear the appropriate black garments of their status in the social hierarchy.       
 
Despite the long history of black in the sartorial adornment of both Māori and Pākehā, Regnault notes 
that for many New Zealand designers black has nothing to do with cultural history or nationalism “and 
everything to do with its formal and conceptual properties” (2012: 207). This is clear in Robertson’s use 
of black as a way in which to explore the shadowy recesses of the heart, Dobson’s suggestion that he uses black 
because in black there is no distraction, and in Jacobs’s note that if she were to use colour instead of black 
“the textures and true fibres would not get the attention they deserve” (quoted in Regnault 2012: 2018). 
The use of black as a conceptual tool, rather than as expressive of a particular cultural heritage is 
interesting precisely because of the fact that it does in fact reflect a deep cultural heritage. However, the 
cultural heritage that this use of black in fashion represents is that of the colonial homeland of England, 
and from the European capitals that determine the dictates of fashion, rather than the indigenous culture 
of Aotearoa itself. Regnault remarks that “celebrated French designer Christian Lacroix eloquently stated, 
there is ‘a whole world even in a small patch of black’” (2012: 208). While a whole world may be 
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contained in a small patch of black, this world is only a very particular world. Black may have the 
potential to reveal many worlds but it also has the potential to obscure, even deny, the existence of other 
worlds. It is because of the duality of this potential that black is indicative of the aesthetic of melancholia. 
The aesthetic of melancholia requires a sense of darkness and heaviness, but also a contrasting sense of 
lightness. Melancholia is not only that which obscures, it is also that which reveals. Melancholia is not 
only the dark side; it is also the bright side.   
  
5.2.2 Points of paradox 
While an excess of black is certainly a distinctive element of the aesthetic of melancholia, as I have argued 
throughout this thesis, this aesthetic relies on far more than a preponderance of black. The aesthetic of 
melancholia requires the presence of a deep ambivalence of meaning, the essence of contradiction and 
contrast, and the presence of a profound sense of loss. As Michael Anne Holly puts it: “A spirit of 
contradiction lies at melancholy’s core” (2013: 23). Accordingly, while the darkness, the black and the 
sombre quality of the New Zealand designer fashion aesthetic is certainly a significant feature, it is only by 
way of the contrast, that this thread of the New Zealand fashion aesthetic is rendered melancholy. There 
are a number of New Zealand designers who work with both light and dark to produce collections that 
are bound in contrast and contradiction. There are also designers whose design aesthetic differs almost 
entirely. Recognising the differences in the New Zealand fashion aesthetic allows for acknowledgement 
of the complexity of aesthetic identity. The aesthetic of melancholia does not envelop all New Zealand 
cultural production. Identifying the limits of this aesthetic provides insight into its significance, its source 
and its influence.    
 
For fashion designers such as WORLD and Kate Sylvester, black has long been utilised more as a point 
of contrast for other colours than as the dominant shade. Regnault notes that WORLD “use black as a 
foil to heighten the impact of their bold use of colour” (2012: 208). For Kate Sylvester, black is central 
Img5. Kate Sylvester 2015 Img6. WORLD 2015-16 
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but not dominant. Sylvester finds “excitement in black when it is mixed with other colours rather than 
solitary [she combines] structured blacks and khaki with blush pink, powder blue and nudes to create a 
rebellious collection of contrasts” (Regnault 2012: 212). Unlike the design of brands such as Zambesi and  
Nom*d, who position black at the centre of their collections, designers such as Sylvester and WORLD 
use black as a point against which other aspects of their design may shine. For WOLRD, black is but a 
foil to colour. Establishing WORLD in the late 1980s, designers Francis Hooper and Denise L’Estrange-
Corbet developed their exuberant aesthetic as an “antidote to what they saw as the overall blandness of 
1980s Auckland” (Hammonds 2010: 302). Despite the fact that Hooper had worked for brands including 
Rei Kawakubo and Kansai Yamamoto, the design aesthetic he brought to WORLD was (unlike the 
aesthetic of Zambesi, which was also inspired by the work of Kawakubo and Yamamoto) dramatically 
alternative, brightly lit and vociferously irreverent.24 As Hammonds notes, “their designs were eccentric, 
utilising loud prints and colour combinations, unconventional fabrics and dramatic silhouettes […] the 
experimental aesthetic limited WORLD’s audience, tending as it did to elicit either a love or hate 
response” (2010: 203). WORLD is a quintessential example of the wit and humour for which New 
Zealand cultural identity is also recognised. The vivacity of WORLD is a counterpoint that stands in 
striking contrast to the darkness of other design brands. The WORLD aesthetic also includes a central 
sense of contrast within each collection, making each both vividly spirited yet also remarkably wearable.   
 
Of the New Zealand designers to champion the sense of aesthetic ambivalence the designer who has 
most definitively, as Hammonds puts it, “pushed ahead of the pack” is Karen Walker (2010: 331). 
Interestingly, Walker’s design aesthetic has changed greatly since the presentation of her first collections 
in the mid-1990s. Her first collection, “Daddy’s Gone Strange,” showcased at Australian Fashion Week in 
1998, was described as “a Dali-esque collection of men’s business suits with ripped sleeves” (Hammonds 
                                               
24 Hammonds notes that WORLD’s “Fuck Fashion” tee “earned notoriety when local police [in Dunedin] requested 
it be removed from public display [at fashion retail shop Plume]” (2010: 302).  
Img7. Karen Walker 2001 Img8. Karen Walker 2016 Img9. Karen Walker 2017 
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2010: 333). It was a dark and moody collection, representative of a sense of the uncanny and a somewhat 
dishevelled aesthetic that strongly contributed to the reputation of New Zealand fashion as dark and 
intellectual. Since this first collection Walker’s designs have become increasingly brighter, imbued with 
humour and irreverence, punctuated with colour and energy. This development is illustrated in images 
seven, eight and nine above, where the progression from Walker’s darker, broodier 2001 “Bright Young 
Things” collection, to her recent bright and poppy 2016 “Star City” and 2017 “Babou’s Revenge” 
collections indicates the evolution of her design aesthetic. Regardless of this aesthetic progression, 
however, Walker’s collections continue to engage with many of the same themes she became well-known 
for in the 1990s. Her reputation, like a number of New Zealand designers, remains firmly based on 
“contrast and contradiction” (Hammonds 2010: 334). Walker’s collection for London Fashion Week in 
1998, “Escape Artiste,” was indicative of this aesthetic of contrast and paradox: “pure, quality wool and 
leather juxtaposed against inexpensive cotton and sweatshirting; masculine tailoring contrasted with ‘very 
girlie ballerina-style tights’” (Hammond 2010: 334). This aesthetic continues to prevail in Walker’s design, 
in her fashion, her eyewear and her accessories.  
 
This sense of contrast and ambivalence is evident within the work of individual designers as well as being 
indicative of the aesthetics of the industry as a whole. There are multiple aesthetic strands within the 
fashion of Aotearoa New Zealand. On the one hand, there is fashion such as that produced by Zambesi, 
Nom*d, and Jimmy D, fashion that champions an aesthetic of dark heaviness, clearly indicative of 
melancholia; on the other hand, there is fashion produced by designers such as Trelise Cooper, who 
perpetuates an aesthetic of lightness, brightness and humour, and designers such as WORLD and Karen 
Walker, who produce collections which incorporate aspects of both gothic noir and bright humour. The 
contrasts between these aesthetic qualities point to the ways in which New Zealand fashion has been 
framed, the way that the New Zealand aesthetic has been branded, and how a narrow focus excludes 
those working with different aesthetic sensibilities. The notion of New Zealand fashion as dark, edgy and 
intellectual, whilst continually perpetuated, was reflective of a certain time and only a small proportion of 
the New Zealand fashion aesthetic (and the New Zealand fashion consumer). Melancholia is a strand 
within this aesthetic identity, but it is not the only one.  
 
The designer whose work represents the strongest contrast to the New Zealand fashion saturated by 
darkness and gothic themes is Trelise Cooper, widely recognised for her consistent use of bright colours, 
vintage styles and distinctively feminine design. Hammonds remarks upon the positionality of Cooper’s 
design as a crucial point of contrast within the New Zealand design aesthetic, noting that when Cooper 
reignited her design career in 1997, “her extravagantly feminine style [was] the antithesis of New Zealand 
fashion’s emerging identity” (2010: 331). Opening her first boutique in Auckland in 1998, Cooper’s 
designs were remarkable in that they “flattered a range of body shapes” and because their “cut, colour 
and vivacious decorative style” stood in absolute contradiction to the aesthetic identity championed by 
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the rest of the New Zealand fashion industry (Hammonds 2010: 331). Her “frills and flounces” aesthetic, 
far from being dark or brooding, “was celebratory, feminine and flattering” (Hammonds and Regnault 
2010: 355). While the bright aesthetic introduced by Cooper was unfamiliar in the late nineties, it has 
since become a definitive feature of the New Zealand fashion aesthetic, crucially positioned as a point of 
antithesis to the fashioning of an aesthetic of melancholia. In the wake of Cooper’s emergence, other 
designers, such as Helen Cherry began producing similarly light designs. As Hammonds observes, these 
newly formed labels of the 1990s “were not uniformly bound by the dark and moody personality that was 
fast attaching itself to local fashion. Helen Cherry collections were more aptly described as celebratory 
rather than cerebral, and found strong support from New Zealand women seeking modern and feminine 
designs” (2010: 330). Cherry became known for her designs “based around the combination of tailored 
and soft, fluid lines, which drew on luxurious fabrics and a subtle yet colourful palette” (Hammonds 
2010: 331). If Walker is known as the “brash internationalist who has pushed boundaries in marketing” 
then “Helen Cherry does sex in the city” (Hammonds and Regnault 2010: 350).    
 
The sense of contrast and ambivalence that shapes the aesthetics of New Zealand fashion has only 
become heightened in recent years. A number of new young designers are presenting collections full of 
colour and exuberance yet also imbued with the themes of darkness and intellectualism for which New 
Zealand fashion was first recognised in the 1990s. Zoe Walker notes that that one “would be hard-
pressed to find the darkness in some of the young labels who now form the strength and future of the 
local industry – think of Juliette Hogan’s floaty pleated skirts, Stolen Girlfriends Club’s cheeky irreverence 
or Ruby’s girlish youthful spirit” (2011). However, as Walker continues,  
Look deeper and you’ll see that there is an underlying moodiness. Those dark and intellectual 
ideas are there, hidden within the quirks – the angst-trimmed nostalgia of Twenty-Seven Names, 
Lonely Hearts’ love affair with the outsider, Salasai’s unassuming androgyny. Then there are 
those where the moodiness and intellectualism is obvious; labels like Cybèle, Jimmy D, Maaike 
and Company of Strangers. (2011)     
Like the music of Neil Finn discussed in chapter four, the aesthetic of melancholia is not always explicit 
in art that does not directly contain the darkness with which melancholia is so frequently associated. This 
does not mean that this sense of melancholia is not present in the work. Indeed, like Finn’s music, what 
defines the New Zealand fashion aesthetic more than anything is, as Walker remarks, “a strong sense of 
contrast. It is diaphanous silk chiffon teamed with leather; a pair of boots that toughen up a girlish dress 
– that balance between the masculine and feminine, dark and cute; a pretty awkwardness” (2011). It is this 
sense of contrast and antithesis, whether between light and dark, heavy and soft, masculine and feminine, 
that speaks of the aesthetic of melancholia. 
 
One of the most interesting points of paradox within this aesthetic of contrasts is that between the 
masculine and the feminine, and the liminal androgyny between the two. The feminine styles of designers  
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such as Cooper and Sylvester are frequently pitted against the more masculine tailoring of Zambesi and 
Nom*d. Just as the concept of melancholia is most frequently aligned with the colour/tone black, so too 
is melancholia most often associated with masculinity. As noted in chapter one, melancholia has long 
been considered a male malaise, the female equivalent of which was hysteria. Thus, the feminine 
aesthetics of designers such as Cooper and Sylvester (images 10, 11 and 12) do not naturally fall under a 
conceptualisation of the aesthetic of melancholia. Rather, the work of designers such as Zambesi and 
Nom*d (images 13 and 14), known for their “deconstructed and androgynous aesthetic” fits more neatly 
within this sense of melancholia (Hammonds and Regnault 2010: 361). However, it is precisely this 
contrast between the vivacious feminine aesthetic and the punk androgyny that is necessary in order to 
render this aesthetic strand of fashion in Aotearoa New Zealand melancholy. The androgynous aesthetic 
is positioned between the two poles of masculinity and femininity. The androgynous thus indicates a 
space of liminal gender identity; a space of limbo between the dichotomy of conventional gender 
distinction. The androgynous is representative of melancholia, of the liminality between contrasting 
elements and indicative of the simultaneous existence of both ease and unease, lightness and darkness, 
calm and tumult within both the cultural and the aesthetic identities of Aotearoa New Zealand.            
Img10. Kate Sylvester 2014 Img11. Trelise Cooper 2013 
Img13. Zambesi 2013 Img14. Nom*d 2015-16 
Img12. Trelise Cooper 2016 
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There exists within the materiality of fashion in Aotearoa New Zealand a distinctive quality of 
contradiction and ambivalence. This generates a sense of melancholia within the materiality of New 
Zealand fashion that is further perpetuated through the ways in which these material garments are 
represented in imagery. Just as sartorial representation in film and literature participates in the fashioning 
of a particular aesthetic identity, so too does the representation of New Zealand designer fashion 
contribute to the construction of a particularly distinctive aesthetic identity. As the images featured thus 
far attest, New Zealand fashion is primarily represented in either a simple studio setting, or in a striking 
landscape. The ways in which New Zealand fashion is represented in campaign photography acts as a 
representation of the designer’s vision of the collection, which contributes to the fashioning of a 
particular aesthetic. In many of the images featured here, a sense of contrast and contradiction is clear in 
the styling and setting of the image. In contributing to the aesthetic of melancholia, however, it is not 
only necessary to incorporate elements of contrast, such as that between light and dark, the rural and 
urban, the hard and soft, the masculine and feminine. It is also crucial to imply an acute sense of loss.  
 
5.2.3 An aching loss   
While a sense of contrast and contradiction may be easily recognisable in fashion design, the presence of 
a deep sense of loss is markedly more obscure. There are, however, a number of recurrent themes within 
New Zealand fashion that indicate a deep sense of loss, and thus contribute to the aesthetic of 
melancholia. The themes of loss discussed here include material design features such as the use of raw 
edges, asymmetry, and unfinished elements of design and the dynamics of representation, particularly the 
ways in which New Zealand fashion is positioned within the distinctive landscape, both as a part of the 
environment and also apart from it.  
 
This sense of loss within New Zealand fashion does not necessarily arise from any specific event or 
occasion. While Karen Walker’s 1998 Australian Fashion Week collection, “Live Wire,” directly 
referenced the Auckland black out of earlier that year, including “frizzy haired models trailing electric 
cords down the runway dressed in a range of black and white garments, including slouchy pants and 
simple black dresses featuring chandelier prints and raw frayed edges” in reference to the economic 
ramifications of the outage, this sort of direct referencing is unusual (Regnault 2012: 204). The New 
Zealand landscape may be disrupted by destructive earthquakes and disturbing volcanic activity yet this 
does not explicitly play into the work of New Zealand designers. Rather, the sense of loss that 
characterises a range of New Zealand fashion, as well as New Zealand art, poetry, film, music and 
literature, stems from a far more deeply rooted sense of loss that determines the aesthetic identity of the 
place. It is an aching sense of loss, an unconscious sense of loss. A seemingly unacknowledged, deeply 
melancholy sense of loss. The sense of loss within fashion in Aotearoa New Zealand is not a direct 
reflection of lives lost, land lost, or culture lost. Rather, it reflects all such loss, as well as the loss of 
potential. It is not the reflection of mourning, the grief that comes with the conscious acknowledgement  
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of loss. Rather, this melancholy loss is shadowed, obscure, profound. This sense of melancholia dwells, as 
Evans suggests, below the smoothness of the surface, constantly threatening to erupt and disturb.    
  
This sense of loss, whilst oblique, is nevertheless identifiable in a number of material aspects of New 
Zealand fashion. The materiality of New Zealand fashion is determined by contrasts in colour and 
texture, contradictions in fabrics and styles. It is also frequently determined by a sense of rawness, ruin 
and dereliction. The juxtaposition of unfinished elements with perfect tailoring contributes significantly to 
the fashioning of the aesthetic of melancholia, not only because of the way that it points to the 
ambivalence of New Zealand design, but also because of the way in which such juxtaposition speaks of 
loss. Regardless of the colours and tones designers employ, the themes of ruin and dereliction, indicated 
by fabric that is frayed, torn or ripped, consistently recur. The images above illustrate the ways in which 
designers such as Jimmy D and Nom*d use the themes of ruin and dereliction in their work. Both images 
feature garments and accessories with raw edges, unfinished seams, frayed hems. The element of the 
“unfinished” in New Zealand fashion points to the melancholia of loss in two specific ways. First, these 
indications of construction as unfinished point to a sense in which the project of design and production 
has been interrupted. The finishing has not been achieved; the moment of completion has not been 
reached. This sense of interruption in the production process speaks of unease in that the cause of such 
interruption is unknown, unidentified. The garment is raw, it remains in a state of incompletion, in the 
liminal space between beginning and end, between completion and dereliction. The fact that the garment 
is unfinished goes unacknowledged as it is presented as if complete.  
     
Img15. Jimmy D 2016 Img16. Nom*d 2010 
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Second, presenting the garment in such an unfinished, incomplete state points to the potential for further 
ruin, the potential not to become finished, but rather to be unravelled, to return to the state of nonexistence 
out of which the garment emerged. Again, the sense of liminality in this fragile and precarious position 
points to the potential for loss, the potential for ruin and destruction, the potential that points to the 
aesthetic of melancholia. Remarking upon fashion in the late 1990s, Evans observes a number of 
examples of fashion haunted by loss, objects in a “constant state of being-about-to-disappear,” and notes 
that the “sense of melancholy in all these designs [recalled] the Romantic cult of ruins” (2003: 257). In the 
work of New Zealand designers such as Nom*d, Zambesi and Jimmy D this sense of being “about-to-
disappear” is a recurrent theme. The use of filmy silks and finely woven wools, torn and frayed along 
seams and edges, indicates a deep fragility. The delicate positionality of these garments, haunted by this 
potential for ruin leaves them insecurely located, on the brink of loss, on the edge of existence.  
The cult of the past, in which objects are imbued with a fragile sense of loss, might perhaps be 
construed as a response to the rapid onslaught of change and of technological novelty that this 
carefully hand-crafted type of fashion rejects. Thus, the loss that is evoked is the loss of fixedness 
and stability in the recent past, qualities which are supposedly the enemies of fashion with its 
emphasis on perpetual renewal. (Evans 2003: 257-258)  
This statement rings particularly true in relation to the work on Zambesi, the brand that vociferously 
eschews the dictates of a fashion system bound by such “perpetual renewal” and instead presents every 
collection as an elaboration of the collection that has gone before, not defiantly “new” but rather a 
continuation of the same. While Zambesi may disdain the instability of contemporary fashion, choosing 
instead to design outside of time, in a fixed state of timelessness, the brand is nevertheless positioned 
within a commercial industry and thus located within this time-bound system, despite attempts to the 
contrary. As such, the use of elements of ruin and dereliction in their designs point ever more poignantly 
to a sense of loss, and to the despair of which such loss elicits.          
 
Such fashion design, materially devastated, torn and raw, is also indicative of loss in that it references the 
transformation of the garment. These aspects of production bring the death, the destruction of the 
garment to the fore, suggestive of the narrative that extends the garment from life to death. Interestingly, 
in the 1980s, Rei Kawakubo for Comme de Garçons was producing “fabrics with flaws in them by 
loosening a screw here or there on the looms that produced them; she left the same piece of linen out in 
the sun to dry in a crumpled heap over several days, submitting it to the ravages of the elements; and she 
produced hand-knitted black sweaters with lacy holes like moth holes” (Evans 2003: 249). As noted, 
Japanese designers such as Kawakubo had a profound influence on New Zealand designers, including 
Findlay at Zambesi and Robertson at Nom*d. In referencing the elements of dereliction Kawakubo 
included in her designs, New Zealand designers produce collections haunted with loss. They also position 
the work of this small domestic industry within a global system and international market. What is of most 
significance about these design techniques is that they work to imbue the garments with memory. By 
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ripping and tearing the fabric, these designers produce garments that appear as if they have already been 
worn, have already been lived in. This technique gives the garments a certain patina of wear, instilling 
them with a sense of history. However, this history is not one of gentle care but rather of violent 
exhaustion. While, as Evans notes, “in the early to mid-1990s the term ‘deconstruction’ or la mode Destroy 
was used more loosely by fashion journalists to describe a trend towards frayed hems, recycled fabrics and 
coming apart seams” (2003: 251-252), for New Zealand designers such as Nom*d, Zambesi and Jimmy 
D, these elements of ruin and dereliction, indicating a deep sense of loss are not so much reflective of 
trends as they are distinctive elements of their design aesthetic.    
 
Further to this sense of the unfinished as indicating the loss of melancholia, New Zealand fashion also 
frequently includes elements of asymmetry. The quality of asymmetry is significant because it too points 
to interruption and the unfinished; it indicates a chiastic identity. Asymmetry is unsettling, it creates a 
sense of unease because it disrupts the expected or familiar. Asymmetrical design exposes two different 
aspects of the same. Rather than one side of the garment being the mirrored twin of the other it is the 
opposite. It is the disruption of the expected that contributes to the uncanny sensibility of the 
asymmetrical garment; it is uncanny in that one encounters both the familiar and the unfamiliar, the 
expected and the unexpected simultaneously. It is also this differential design that indicates the chiastic 
quality of melancholia, bound in ambivalence and loss. Asymmetry is akin to the figure of the 
Doppelgänger; the same but different. Dimitris Vardoulakis suggests that “the Doppelgänger’s subjective 
ontology is generated by a chiastic or differential identity. What persists in the site of relationality as the 
site of identity is an asymmetry – the chiasmus – that resists any attempt to be stabilized or foreclosed” 
(2006: 112). The identity of asymmetry in design is indicative of the aesthetic of melancholia in that it 
fashions a sense of ambivalence and loss within the garment itself. This chiastic, opposite, asymmetrical 
quality points to loss in that it is precisely symmetry that has been lost, regardless of the consciousness of 
the design decision.  
 
Not only is melancholia fashioned materially, through garment design. This aesthetic is also determined 
through the representation of New Zealand fashion, particularly when designers depict their garments 
within the natural landscape in such a way as to evoke a profound sense of loss. The landscape of 
Aotearoa New Zealand does not necessarily directly influence fashion design. However, as with the 
examples of film, painting, music and literature discussed in chapter four, this landscape no doubt instils 
within New Zealand fashion a distinctive sense of place. If this landscape is predicated on loss, as argued 
in chapter three, then it is little wonder that the fashion represented within this environment in also 
bound in loss. The three images below, representing three different Nom*d collections over a ten-year 
period, serve as expressive pictorial examples. The three images all depict a model or models in a bleak, 
open landscape. They are rural images, and yet the garments are representative of urbanity. The presence 
of the gown-clad figure in the empty landscape is unexpected, reiterating a sense of the uncanny. This 
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sense of the uncanny is exacerbated by the stark contrast between details of the figure and the landscape. 
In image 16, the white gown, floating in the breeze, is sharply contrasted with the dark rocks, the black 
mud, and the tall pines. In image 17, the dark gown is contrasted with the pale sky, the golden grasses and 
the distant blue hills. This sense of contrast, in conjunction with the detachment of the photographic 
scope, lends the images an eerie, otherworldly quality. That the figures are walking away, that they have 
their backs to us, the viewer, and that we cannot see their faces further contributes to the unsettling 
nature of the images. The images are indicative of loss in that they evoke a sense of longing and despair. 
The figures appear to have left one place in pursuit of another, and yet they are in the process of this 
move, they are in the space between, the liminal space between here and there, between now and then. In 
leaving they have lost, and yet we are unaware of the object of this loss. We are merely observing the 
progression, witness to the moment that recalls a depth of loss we can barely comprehend.  
 
These images depict the fashion of New Zealand as a part of the landscape, a part of the place, connected 
to the culture and aesthetic of the place by way of a position within it. However, these images 
simultaneously depict the fashion of New Zealand as apart from this landscape. Just as New Zealand 
designers position their identities at the intersection of a particular “New Zealandness” and a general 
international metropolitanism, so too does the fashion of Aotearoa New Zealand sit uneasily both within 
and outside of the landscape in which it is made and, in the case of these images, represented. The rural 
narrative of New Zealand cultural identity is considered incompatible with the urban sophistication of 
New Zealand fashion. However, images such as these, cloaked as they are in the ambivalence and the 
deep sense of loss central to melancholia, challenge the unease with which this relationship is bound and 
demand that the cultural and aesthetic identity of Aotearoa New Zealand be re-examined, reconsidered in 
light of a more nuanced reading of history and a greater respect for the multiple narratives that make up 
the culture and aesthetic of the place.           
Img19. Nom*d 2015 Img18. Nom*d 2010 Img17. Nom*d 2005 
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CONCLUSION 
A Haunting Whisper 
 
“The whispering of gazes fills the arcades. There is no thing here that does not, where one least expects it, open a fugitive eye, 
blinking it shut again; but if you look more closely, it is gone.” 
- Walter Benjamin, c. 1935 
 
Melancholia has long been considered in relation to aesthetics and creative labour. However, over the 
course of its long history the concept has not been directly studied in conjunction with fashion. In this 
thesis, I have redressed this lack of scholarly attention, presenting a comprehensive examination of the 
relationship of fashion to melancholia in the specific context of Aotearoa New Zealand. I have argued 
that fashion and melancholia are intimately aligned, but also that a sense of melancholia characterises 
threads of national, cultural and aesthetic identity of Aotearoa New Zealand. This argument is based on an 
understanding of melancholia predicated on two points of conceptual consequence: the presence of a 
deep ambivalence, the existence of contrast, contradiction, and paradox, and the presence of a profound 
sense of loss, the loss of that which is not acknowledged, the loss of potential, the loss of latent possibility. 
These two elements, fundamental to both melancholia and fashion, are central to the argument I have put 
forward in this thesis. I have argued that an acute ambivalence and a deep sense of loss can be recognised 
in both the geographical landscape and in the artistic production of this place. A history of social and 
environmental dis-ease and unsettlement has contributed to the sense of unease and melancholia that 
underpins both the cultural identity of Aotearoa New Zealand and much of New Zealand’s visual, textual, 
aural and sartorial production.  
 
Melancholia positioned in this thesis as a distinctive aesthetic quality within the culture and aesthetics of 
Aotearoa New Zealand; it is also a heuristic device through which it is possible to read further into the 
cultural dynamics of historical periods and to identify the multifaceted elements that contribute to the 
production of national cultural and aesthetic identity. I have argued that melancholia is a conceptual tool 
of great critical significance to the study of fashion, history and culture. By using concepts such as 
melancholia we can more effectively examine the processes through which meaning is produced through 
cultural artefacts. Through positioning fashion within the broader cultural milieu, and exploring the ways 
in which dress is represented in cultural art forms other than specific fashion publications, I have read into 
the implicit dimensions of cultural and aesthetic identity. Further, by recognising historical points of 
contextual recurrence, I have offered a unique perspective to the study of fashion, which so frequently 
focuses only on fashion’s capacity for change, rather than its aptitude for stability and solidity. While the 
historical ambiguities and deep ambivalences of fashion have been identified by numerous fashion 
scholars, including Caroline Evans, Fred Davis, Gilles Lipovetsky and Rebecca Arnold, this thesis differs 
from previous work in that it engages with the concept of melancholia as a mechanism through which to 
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situate these inherent ambivalences within a particular context. By incorporating the concept of 
melancholia into a discussion of fashion aesthetics and cultural identity in Aotearoa New Zealand, this 
thesis expands the historical scope of fashion studies research, offering an alternative device through 
which to explore the relationship between culture and fashion. As such, this thesis reconsiders the role of 
fashion and sartorial representation in the development of cultural history.  
 
i. Near and far 
This thesis has travelled a long distance. It began in the fifth century BC, when the Hippocratic scholars 
first conceived of the concept of melancholia as an illness caused by an imbalance in the four humours 
and an excess of black bile. The narrative moved on through the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, when 
the concept was understood in line with theology and astrology. It continued into the twentieth century 
through Sigmund Freud, and to philosophical conceptions of melancholia developed by Walter Benjamin 
and employed by contemporary scholars in a range of academic disciplines. This voyage through the 
history of melancholia in chapter one was a crucial point of departure for this research. Not only did this 
exploratory analysis establish the connection between melancholia and aesthetics and the lack of scholarly 
attention given to the relationship between fashion and melancholia, but it also revealed the two central 
determinants in the conception of melancholia employed during the remainder of the thesis: the presence 
of great ambivalence and a profound sense of loss.  
 
This thesis has not only travelled great conceptual and theoretical distance, it has also travelled great literal 
geographical distance. Beginning as a whisper of an idea born out of a personal affection for the idea of 
melancholia and a yearning to write of home, this thesis journeyed with me away from the home that cast 
it into being. Written primarily in Australia, the final pages of this thesis were completed in the Scottish 
Highlands. These locations afforded me the vantage point of distance, from which I could look back 
upon the landscape that drove the work. This positioning contributed to my own sense of physical 
distance from the place with which I was absorbed, as well as to the sense of distance that haunts the 
words I write. This sense of distance, of journeys travelled, is also one theme of many that binds the 
threads of this thesis. Aotearoa New Zealand is built on experiences of voyage. It was a long period of 
ocean travel that brought Māori to Aotearoa from Hawaiki and another lengthy passage that brought 
Pākehā to this place. The isolated position of Aotearoa New Zealand within the Pacific Ocean means that 
substantial voyage is necessary simply in order to reach these islands. Both Māori mythology and 
narratives of Pākehā history reflect this geographical positioning and the particularities of this heritage, 
similarly replete with stories of journeying, of distances travelled, of passages traversed.  
 
Journeys, both metaphorical and literal, are also a recurrent feature in the work of New Zealand artists. 
Kerewin, in Keri Hulme’s The Bone People, journeys to the edge of death, encountering the kehua (ghosts) 
who roam the early, eerie hours before dawn. Pai, in Jane Campion’s Whale Rider, travels deep into the 
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ocean upon her whale, crossing the threshold of reality and myth. James K. Baxter takes his journey into 
the afterlife, wearing “a pair of sandals, old black pants/and leather coat” (1972). Colin McCahon depicts 
this last voyage of his friend out beyond the headlands, painting a bird on the northern wind, a spirt 
departing the world. New Zealand fashion designers frequently produce collections of garments that 
appear to have lived multiple lives, travelled long distances, bearing the signs of age in torn textiles and 
frayed hems. These collections are often represented in imagery that further reiterates such themes, 
featuring individuals alone in empty landscapes, as though travelling from one unknown place to another, 
from one side of the story to the next. The symbolism of these journeys, and of the distances travelled, 
runs deep within the entirety of this thesis, representative both of the journey of this work and the 
profound melancholia that accompanies such voyaging.  
 
ii. Threads that bind 
While the thesis narrative may be structured somewhat linearly, it is the recurrent thematic threads – such 
as that of the journey or voyage – that determine the significance of the work. These are the thematic 
threads that point to the links between the three elements around which this thesis is built: melancholia, 
fashion, and Aotearoa New Zealand. These are the threads that bind the research together, the lines 
through which the case has been woven. As noted in the introduction, “there are many maps of one place, 
and many histories of one time” (Julie Fredriekse quoted in McClintock 1995: 1). Despite claims to 
linearity, history is a complex and fragmentary subject. Far from being singular, history is multitudinous, 
“genealogical” (Nietzsche 1997), comprised of “temporal layers” (Kossellek 2002). Not only is this more 
multifaceted account of history (outlined in chapter one) fundamental to the conception of historical 
development I have put forward in this thesis but it is also central to the unifying structure of the thesis. 
Like Nietzsche’s model of genealogical history, and Kossellek’s model of conceptual history, this thesis is built 
not upon a straightforward account of history, but rather, upon a genealogical foundation, in which each 
of the research themes function as strands of thread, individual filaments that together produce a whole.  
 
Employing such a genealogical approach has led to a somewhat unconventional examination of place. In 
this thesis, I have not presented a traditionally historical analysis of fashion, melancholia or Aotearoa New 
Zealand per se. Rather, I have presented a long historical view of place, of cultural and aesthetic identity, 
through the lens of melancholia and the representation of sartorial fashion. This thesis is concerned less 
with the history of fashion in Aotearoa New Zealand and more with the ways in which fashion, 
represented in different forms of cultural production, informs the construction of particular narratives of 
place and historical development. This method effectively situates fashion – as industry and aesthetic – 
within the broader context of the cultural milieu. It also provides for the examination of continuities and 
discontinuities over time. By recognising historical points of repetition and recurrence, I have explored the 
capacity of fashion to tend towards constancy and permanence; departing from the prevailing conception 
of modern fashion as ephemeral and subject to rapid and continual change. As outlined in chapter two, 
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fashion, like melancholia, is characterised by an inherent ambivalence, particularly in relation to time, the 
body, and death, which allows it to comprise multiple simultaneous meanings and to stand in for various 
contradictory connotations. Fashion is thus not only that which changes, but also that which stays the 
same; not only that which gives meaning to the body, but also that which derives meaning from the body; 
not only that which evokes ghostly memory, but also that which represents the haunting whisper of loss.  
 
The themes of ambiguity, contrast and contradiction are central to both the conception of fashion and the 
understanding of melancholia I have put forward in this thesis. Out of the positions of paradox and 
antithesis there emerges the concept of liminality, one of the most significant of the many threads that 
bind this work. In particular, liminality repeatedly punctuates the theme of journeying. Whilst in the 
passage of a journey or voyage, one is liminally positioned neither here nor there. The phase of liminality 
in a rite of passage is that of the “threshold,” the ambiguous position of the in-between. The liminal, 
whether in relation to place or person, is central to both fashion and melancholia, as well as to much of 
the artistic production produced in Aotearoa New Zealand. Fashion garments are liminal in that they are 
worn at the threshold between the body and the world. Neither living nor dead, they come alive whilst 
worn and yet are equally alive and lifeless, evocative of sensorial memory when hanging loose, unworn in 
the ghostly space of the wardrobe. Melancholia is liminal in that it is the response to the loss of that which 
is unacknowledged; melancholia is internally absorbed, whilst externally expressed. Melancholia exists in 
that in-between space between day and night, in the ghostly time at the threshold between days. The art of 
Aotearoa New Zealand, visual, textual, aural and sartorial art alike, is frequently characterised by this sense 
of liminality, this deep melancholia.  
 
Writing of the concept of liminality, Victor W. Turner remarks that it is frequently likened to death, 
invisibility, darkness, or an eclipse of the sun or the moon (2011). Such themes are recurrent in New Zealand 
artistic production, in which individuals are often depicted at the edge of darkness or death, liminally 
located in the between space of the voyage, the space that is neither here nor there, but rather betwixt. 
The space of liminality in the work of New Zealand artists is clear, and the individuals inhabiting this 
space, whether ghostly or otherwise, are similarly evident. However, what this thesis has illustrated is the 
significance of sartorial representation in determining this theme as central to the national, cultural and 
aesthetic identity of this place. In the first volume of her autobiography To the Is-Land, Janet Frame writes 
from “within the second place of air and light” (1987: 9). While she is beyond the first place of liquid 
darkness, and in the direction of the Third Place, where the starting point is myth, she is firmly situated in the 
second place, the in-between space, the liminal space. This liminality is reiterated time and again throughout 
Frame’s work, yet no more poignantly than when she writes of the clothes with which she is adorned. For 
example, she is wearing her golden velvet dress, her beastie dress, her most treasured possession, when she first 
encounters the feeling of profound and overwhelming sadness. She listens to the wind moaning in the 
trees and powerlines and the beauty of her dress adds resonance to the vivid sound. She stands, a child in 
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a velvet dress, in a gateway between the innocence of childhood and the sadness of adulthood. She 
understands the metaphorical space of limbo and recognises herself within it with a deep and vulnerable 
sense of melancholia.  
 
The darkness of the garments worn by Alice and Asia in Jane Mander’s The Story of a New Zealand River 
play a similar role, supporting and maintaining the melancholy mood of the narrative. Journeying up the 
river towards their new home, Alice and Asia are adorned in hard black hat, ugly brown cloak, and dark blue 
mitten, the darkness of their garments overwhelming their bodies and the sombreness of their colour and 
style exacerbating the atmosphere of the misty valley and the sense of gloom descending. The dark 
garments, contrasted against their shadowed faces and bright eyes, contribute to the production of an 
aesthetic of melancholia in this scene and the setting of this mood for the remainder of the text. The 
sartorial elements of this text, as with those of Frame’s work, are central to the expression of liminality in 
this river journey as well as to the representation of the aesthetic of melancholia. Sartorial garments, worn 
so close to our living, breathing bodies, are present in the moment of encounter, are present in the 
experience of liminality and, as such, are present also in our memories of such moments and our 
recollection of such melancholia. The theme of liminality, expressed through the journey or voyage and 
seen in the landscape as well as the art of Aotearoa New Zealand, is central to the profound melancholia 
that threads throughout the cultural and aesthetic identity of this place.       
  
iii. Shadows on the horizon 
Not only has a profound sense of liminality, representative of both fashion and melancholia, punctuated 
the theoretical analysis of this thesis but it is also an important aspect of the history of fashion studies as 
an academic discipline. As noted in the introduction, the field of fashion studies is fundamentally multi- 
and inter-disciplinary in nature. Drawing on different aspects of cultural studies, film studies, history, 
performance studies, business studies, curatorship, anthropology and sociology, fashion studies reflects a 
sense of the in-between in that it speaks to multiple disciplines simultaneously. While fashion studies as a 
field was once defined in terms of its liminal status at the periphery of these fields of study, in the last 
three decades the discipline has carved out a brightly independent space in the academy. The strengths of 
the discipline today derive in large part from this liminal history and from the capacity for scholars of 
fashion studies to communicate to and across multiple disciples with such skill. This history of liminality 
endows the field of fashion studies with great potential, conferring upon the field the aptitude, and the 
license, to draw on, and contribute to, a number of different fields in such a way as to broaden and extend 
both the research and the field.  
 
This thesis, in presenting a long view of the interconnected histories of one place, has not offered a 
narrow or specific focus. Nor has it offered a simplistic examination of the ways in which fashions 
change. Rather, in using the concept of melancholia as a guiding theoretical and heuristic concept, this 
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thesis has presented a genealogical picture of cultural history, and the many liminalities, continuities and 
discontinuities that contribute to the construction of national identification. As such, this thesis has put 
forward a unique perspective on the study of fashion and melancholia, as well as to the consideration of 
cultural history. Thematic analysis of aesthetic identity proves fruitful to the examination of historical 
development as well as to the consideration of cultural character. While such work may be thought to 
over-generalise, it is important to move fashion studies beyond the particular and the explicit in order to 
interpret the implicit cultural significance of dress, as well as to draw greater historical meaning from 
sartorial aesthetics. The study of particulars in fashion history is certainly important, however it is equally 
important to look to the implicit levels of meaning in order to construct larger arguments as to the 
development of fashion as a cultural phenomenon of remarkable personal and social significance. In this 
thesis, I have positioned melancholia as the crucial mechanism through which to conduct such broad 
theoretical analysis. However, regardless of how the conceptual framework is configured, this thesis has 
illustrated the significance of examining fashion in context, as well as the importance of exploring the 
historical elements of this context in order to observe and reflect upon the shadows on the horizon that 
whisper of alternative narratives, forgotten stories, and further journeys to be taken.   
 
iv. Clouds at dusk  
There is a tendency in the study of cultural history, as in the study of any element of history, to wring 
prophecy from the past. As Olivia Laing puts it, “the process by which events are converted into history 
is inevitably distorting, for the past acquires in the telling a shape and coherence that is absent from the 
present” (2011: 199). Singular narratives are sought from a necessarily complex and multidimensional 
history and as such, the past becomes linear and flat, yet also distorted and warped. In reading the cultural 
history of Aotearoa New Zealand through the lens of melancholia and sartorial aesthetics in this thesis, I 
have attempted to avoid the telling of an absolute and unequivocal history of place. Rather, I have 
focused on drawing attention to the multitudinous nature of history, replete with deeper symbolism and 
buried narratives.  
 
In journeying beyond the explicit and into the implicit, I have looked to thematic threads in order to find 
lines of consistency and continuity as well as to read the significance of inconsistencies and discontinuities 
in the development of culture and identity. Going forward, I argue that we must read the abstract from 
the particular in order to find deeper meaning in the velvet dresses, the dark mittens and stiff bonnets, the 
torn edges and the frayed hems, the woollen pinstripes and the guipure lace, the bright whites and the 
heavy blacks. I argue that we must look to find meaning in the wavering voices, the ghostly visions, the 
northern beaches, the broad and meandering rivers, the shaking mountains, the multi-coloured fields, the 
dark and luminous ocean, the shadows and the light, the howling wind and the clouds at dusk. We must 
draw parallels between the darkened valleys and the stiffened collars, the towering mountains and the 
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torn muslins. The field of fashion studies would do well to draw further upon such implicit dynamics 
within cultural texts so as to make audible the concealed voices, the obscured histories.  
 
Here, I have analysed the melancholia, the deep contrast, contradiction and ambivalence as well as the 
profound sense of loss, within the landscape and the sartorial aesthetics of Aotearoa New Zealand. I have 
explored the liminal space between Papatūānuku and Ranginui, between the holding on and the letting go. I 
have examined the conquests and defeats, the dark coats and heavy boots. I have listened to the voices, 
past and present, soft and loud, both headed and ignored. I have touched the ground, and missed it. I 
have looked at the rough wools and delicate silks, the torn edges and the broken seams. I have heard the 
lament, the sound of loss. In so doing, I have argued that melancholia is woven within the cultural history 
and aesthetic identity of this wild and watery place, fundamental to this land of the long white cloud, this 
land of the long dark cloud, this particular place, this place called Aotearoa New Zealand.     
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